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ABSTRACT

THE EFFECTS OF PARENTS’ ABSENCE ON THE LIVES OF THE LEFT-BEHIND
CHILDREN IN MIDDLE AND NORTHERN RURAL CHINA
MAY 2008
YIMING HE, B.A., LIAOCHENG TEACHERS COLLEGE, CHINA
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, AMHERST
Ed. D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS, AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Ernest D. Washington

This study examines the psychological, behavioral and educational development
of left-behind children, due to parent migration into cities for temporary employment in
middle and northern rural China. Quantitative and qualitative research methods were used
to study 236 rural families and interview 272 left-behind children, in ten villages of four
provinces: Shandong, Henan, Hebei and Shanxi. Previous research has suggested that
long term separation, from parents or parent, has the following adverse effects:
depression, loneliness, anxiety, anger, behavioral problems at school, low academic
achievement motivation, lack of self-esteem, misbehavior, truancy, and stealing.
Statistical analyses revealed mixed findings. The research study finds similar negative
effects on the left-behind children, as well as differences between the left-behind children
the non-ltft-behind children in many aspects of their lives, due to the parental absence.
However, contrary to previous research studies, the current study also suggests some
positive influences on the children’s development as long as the children’s temporary
guardians such as one parent, grandparents or relatives, schools or community take
initiatives to direct and guide the children toward appropriate goals. Based on the
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research findings, the author recommends, to policy makers and care givers, some
possible means to help the left-behind children develop in positive and constructive ways.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS.iv
ABSTRACT.v
LIST OF TABLES.xi
LIST OF FIGURES.xiii
CHAPTER
I.

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND HISTORY.1
A. China before the Cultural Revolution (1949 -1966).1
B. The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976).3
C. The End of the Cultural Revolution & the Beginning of the Economic
Reform.8
D. The Appearance of the New Social Phenomenon: Left-Behind Children.11

II.

LITERATURE REVIEW.16
A. Left-Behind Children in China.22

III.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY.50
A. Selection of Research Topic.50
B. Research Questions.51
C. Research Hypothesis.52
D. Definition of Terms.52
E. Selection of Settings for Surveying.53
F. Selection of Research Samples and the Studying Objects.54
G. Analysis Unit and Sampling Method.55
H. Data Collection and Analysis.56
I. Research Plan.
57
J. Special Features of the Current Research.60

IV.
v.

INTRODUCTION OF SURVEYS.
62
research results.64
A. Basic Situation of the Left-Behind Children.64
B. Basic situation about parents’ migrating out.
66
1. Reasons for parents’ Migrating to Find Work.68
2. Who Works Outside of the Household & Where.69

Vll

3. Left-Behind Children’s Understanding of the Nature of Their
Parents’ Work.7 \
4. Length of Time Parents Work Outside and Frequency of their
Coming Home.72
C. Connection and Communication between Migrant Parents and Their
Left-Behind Children.75
1. Modes of Communication Between Migrant Parents and Their
Left-Behind Children.75
2. Frequency of Contact Between Left-Behind Children and Their
Migrant Parents.77
3. Length of Phone Calls Between Left-behind Children and their
Migrant Parents.79
4. Content of Conversation Between Migrant Parents and LeftBehind Children.82
D. Types of Supervision and Guardians for Left-Behind Children.83
1. Single Parental Supervision.85
a. Reasons for Single Parental Supervision.85
b. Single Parental Guardian’s Labor Burden.87
c. Single Parent Guardian’s Care for the Left-Behind
Children.88
2. Grandparent Supervising.91

a. Grandparents Not Being Able to Care the Left-behind
Children’s Needs.91
b. Grandparents Are Unable To Tutor Their Grandchildren.93
c. Lack of Communication With the Left-Behind Children.94
d. Intervention into Children’s Behavior.95
3. Relative or Neighbor As Guardians.97
4. Other Brothers and Sisters As Guardians.98
E. Left-Behind Children’s Daily Lives.99
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Food Conditions.99
Clothing and Hygiene.102
Taking Care of Left-behind Children’s Illnesses.104
Change of Labor Burden of Left-Behind Children.108
Left-Behind Children’s Methods of Going to School.113
How Left-Behind Children Spend Their Pocket Money.116
Social Interactions of Left-Behind Children.119

F. Analysis of Left-Behind Children’s Learning.124
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Change of Academic Achievement.124
Tutoring Left-Behind Children.127
Supervision of Left-Behind Children’s Learning.132
Left-Behind Children’s Tuition Paying.135
Left-behind Children’s Goal of Learning and Ideals.137

G. Inner World of the Left-Behind Children.140
1. Left-Behind Children’s Affective Needs from Migrating Parents ... 141
2. Communication Between Left-Behind Children and Their
Guardians.144
3. Left-Behind Children Wish to Live with Parents.149
H. Left-Behind Children’s Awareness of the Changes of Their Lives
Before and After Their Parents Migrate to Cities to Work.151
I. School and Community’s Care, Love for the Left-Behind Children and
the Measures They Take to Help the Children.154
1. School’s Care and Measures.154
2. Government and Community’s Care and Measures Toward the
Left-Behind Children.156
VI.
VII.

DISCUSSION.163
RESEARCH CONCLUSION.167
A. The Left-Behind Children Phenomenon Is Prevalent in the Rural
Communities under Study.167
B. Most Migrant Workers Are Fathers Who Work in Urban Areas; This
Work Force Returns Home Infrequently.168
C. 1 he Left-Behind Children Have Limited Contact with Their Parents;
the Telephone Is the Major Mode of Communication.169
D. The Major Type of Guardianship in the Communities Under Study Is
Single Parental Guardian; The Grandparental Guardians Create the
Most Problems..
E. The Parents Migrating to Cities to Work Has Impacted the Left-Behind
Children s Daily Lives and Increased Work Responsibilities, As
Well As Influenced Their Children’s Entertainment.171
F. Parents' Migrating to Cities to Work Has Brought about Significant
Influences upon the Children’s Learning; Some Left-Behind
Children’s Academic Performance Has Declined.173
G. Parents' Migrating to Cities to Work Has Influenced their Children’s
Emotional World; Most of the Children Miss their Parents, But
Are Forced to Accept the Actuality.
175

H. Schools, Communities and Government Agencies Do Not Pay
Adequate Attention to the Left-Behind Children Problem; They
Have Not Taken Relevant Measures.176
VIII.

CONSTRUCTIVE MEASURES HAVE HELPED LEFT-BEHINDCHILDREN TO DEVELOP IN POSITIVE DIRECTIONS.178
A. Schools Play an Important Role in Providing Left-Behind Children
with Care and Love.178
B. Establish Parent Schools in the Communities, Change the Parents’ and
Guardians’ Educating Methods.179
C. Government Takes Actions to Create a Positive Environment in Which
Left-Behind Children Grow Healthily.180

IX.

RECOMMENDATION FOR POSSIBLE MEASURES THAT CAN BE
TAKEN TO HELP ALLEVIATE THE LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN
PROBLEMS.182
A. Government, Especially the Local Government, Can Take the
Following Steps:.182
B. Schools Can Take the Following Steps to Help the Left-Behind
Children:.183
C. Communities And Other Social Institutions Can Take the Following
Steps:.184

APPENDICES.186
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.

QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (1).187
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (2).189
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (3).190
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (4).191
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (1).193
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (2).194
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (3).195
QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWING GUARDIANS.197
QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWING CHILDREN’S HOMEROOM
TEACHERS.199

BIBLIOGRAPHY.200

x

LIST OF TABLES

Table

Page

1.

Internal migration in India.20

2.

Distribution of the communities for study.54

3.

Research activities.57

4.

Distribution of left-behind children’s and non-left-behind children’s age
and gender.62

5.

Distribution of long term migrant workers’ households and left-behind
children’s households.67

6.

Distribution of wealthy and poor families.68

7

Who works outside of the households?.69

8.

Parents’ places of work.70

9.

If knowing what parents do outside.71

10.

Frequency of migrant parents’ coming back home.74

11.

Modes of communication with migrant parents.76

12.

Who takes initiative in making phone calls?.77

13.

Frequency of phone calls between left-behind children and their parents.78

14.

Possession rate of cell phones in left-behind children’s households.79

15.

Length of time for phone conversation between left-behind children and
parents.

gQ

16.

Migrant parents’ talk with their left-behind children.82

17.

Left-behind children’s talk with their parents.

82

18.

Supervision types for left-behind children.

g5

19.

Education levels of left-behind children’s guardians.

90

*■0-

Frequency of left-behind children s chatting with their guardians

145

21.

Whom do the left-behind children talk to when having troubles?

146

xi

22.

Do you like to stay with your parents?.150

23.

Do you like to live with your parents in the cities?.150

Xll

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure

Page

1.

Comparison between left-behind and non-left-behind children’s
satisfaction degrees with clothes.103

2.

Who brings left-behind children to see doctors before and after parents
migrate to cities to work?.105

3.

Change of farm working of left-behind children before and after parents
go out working.109

4.

Change for left-behind children’s doing house chores before and after
parents go out working.112

5.

Change of amount of pocket money .117

6.

Comparison between left-behind children’s and non-left-behind children’s
pocket money.118

7.

Left-behind children’s buying stationary before and after parents go out
Working.119

8.

Comparison between left-behind children’s and non-left-behind children’s
subjective reports on academic performance.125

9.

Change of academic scores before and after parents go out working.126

10.

Tutoring of left-behind children before and after parents go out working.128

11.

Comparison between left-behind children and non-left-behind children in
tutoring..

12.

Comparison between left-behind children and non-left-behind children in
tardiness to school.

J33

Comparison between left-behind children and non-left-behind children in
goal of learning.

J30

13.

4

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND HISTORY

A. China before the Cultural Revolution (1949 -1966)
Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China has
experienced a series of political, social, cultural, economic, educational, and institutional
changes. These include: natural famines, social and political upheavals, such as the
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), educational reforms (the recovery of the college
entrance examination system in 1977), economic reforms, and the fundamental change in
the ideology (the introduction of the democratic ideas, the privatization of state-owned
enterprises), and an epoch-making event (China entered the WTO). After eight years of
anti-Japanese war (1937-1945) and three years of Civil War between the Communists
and the Nationalists (1945-1948), China was almost brought to ruins. The people were
suffering from dire poverty without basic needs such as food, shelter, safety and health
care. Before the People’s Republic of China was established in 1949, China was
extremely poor. It was not a temporary or incidental poverty but a fundamental condition
in the sense that land, labor, and capital were not yet “developed’’ to a degree capable of
producing an adequate food supply for the entire society. It was a condition that could be
ameliorated only through a sustained process of nation building, requiring commitment of
resources to massive investment, social orderliness and organization, foreign assistance,
and wise policies. Just as material abundance was always crucial to Marxism, so
economic development was a central objective of the Chinese revolution.
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In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was established and the country was in
chaos: there were no legal systems, no schools or colleges, no social institutions, no
factories, and no big markets. Everything had to start anew. To rebuild the country from
the ruins, China adopted a Soviet central-planning approach, which was embodied in the
“First Five-Year Plan”. This plan called for the largest possible program of investment,
especially in “heavy” industry (iron, steel, machinery, and the like) at the expense of
agriculture and consumer goods. Flowever, the first chairman of the People’s Republic of
China, Mao Zedong, soon abandoned the plan for economic, as well as other political
reasons. Fie wanted to surpass the Soviet Union and change to Communism immediately,
so he launched a radically different solution to the poverty problem- the Great Leap
Forward (1958-60). Chairman Mao thought that China’s economy should develop at a
taster pace and poverty should be eradicated overnight. He assumed that industrial and
agricultural production could rise to the highest level as long as people embraced new
dreams. Unrealistic goals were set for industry, agriculture, education, commerce, and
national defense to catch up with the United States within 15 years and surpass the Soviet
Union in 10 years. Based on this policy, the whole country was mobilized to produce
steel. Everything that contained metal was smashed and the small portion of the metal
was extracted and turned into steel. The steel was used to manufacture weapons for the
defense of the country and liberation of Taiwan.
When that effort nearly destroyed the economy, Mao agreed to a tactical retreat
back to Soviet-style arrangement. For the next fifteen years (from the early 1960s to the
mid 1970s), these two approaches—the Soviet and the Maoist—jostled one another at
policy making tables. China began to experience sustained programs capable of reaching

the elusive economic goal, that had always seemed to recede like the horizon until 1978,
when Deng Xiaoping came to power again (Spence, 2003). Deng was one of the top
leaders who fought and worked with Chairman Mao Zedong, before the establishment of
the People’s Republic of China, in 1949. He was criticized, ousted, demoted, and
persecuted three times, due to his different political opinions from those of Mao Zedong.
His post was not resumed until Mao died in 1976 and the Cultural Revolution was
declared to be officially completed.
In spite of the drawbacks and ups and downs of the Chinese economy, during the
seven years after the birth of the People’s Republic of China, China began to have its
own factories, schools and colleges, and other social and political institutions. It provided
the 800 million people with food, housing, health care, and education. The Chinese
people were enthusiastic about re-building their own country, enriching their lives,
maintaining their rich culture, and learning new knowledge and skills, in order to
modernize their country. Education was of the utmost importance to the people because
they knew education was the foundation for science and technology. The Chinese had
one clear goal at that time: to make the country strong and powerful, to improve people’s
living standard, and to catch up with the advanced countries.

B. The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976)
Unfortunately, the prosperous years ended with the start of the Cultural
Revolution in 1966, when the First Chairman, Mao Zedong, launched the unprecedented
revolutionary movement, with the purpose of ousting many of his revolutionary friends
and colleagues. He sought to purify the minds of all the people because he thought China
should always follow Marxist thought, i.e. to throw away everything old, and to start
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everything new, to eradicate bourgeoisie (a class that Mao thought to be exploiters and
oppressors of the proletarians, i.e. the working class) and to eulogize the proletarians. His
ideas were that rich people were necessarily evil, and only the poor people were pure and
simple in their minds. Wealth was poisonous and pure spirit was invaluable. Pure spirit
meant a total separation from material gains. Wealth was ugly and it was sinful to pursue
material comfort which was the goal of the bourgeois who were the enemies to the
proletarians. China, a communist country, should be dominated by the workers, peasants,
and soldiers who were regarded as having pure and honest minds. Intellectuals were not
trusted because Chairman Mao thought knowledge was the source of social evils,
especially the knowledge of old and classic books such as the books written by
Confucius. Mao thought that knowledge could contaminate the pure people; the more
knowledge people had, the more reactionary they would be.
Based on this ideology, Mao humiliated the intellectuals, ousted the high-rank
cadres, criticized teachers, writers, historians, and painters for their anti-revolutionary
thoughts and behaviors. Teachers were sent to the countryside or labor camps in order to
correct their thoughts and purify their minds; they were regarded as the contaminators of
the young people. Schools and colleges were closed; textbooks were burned because the
books were thought to be sources of social evils that could contaminate the young minds.
Students were sent to the countryside in order to be re-educated by the pure peasants and
to turn them into determined followers of Marxist and Mao Zedong thoughts. During the
ten year Cultural Revolution, there were eight times when Chairman Mao observed the
millions of Red Guards saluting at him and crying because they were so excited to see
him. The Red Guards were prepared to die for Chairman Mao and his revolutionary
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course. Chairman Mao was regarded as their savior and great leader who could lead them
to a bright future (Zhang, 2004).
During the Cultural Revolution, China was in chaos. It became even more chaotic
when Mao published an open letter of praise to the Beijing middle school activists who
made a poster. The poster is a big lettered poster that was named by Mao Zedong. The
purpose of writing the poster was to criticize the senior leaders who were regarded as
representatives of the exploiting class and advocates of capitalism. It was used as a
spiritual and political weapon by the Red Guards to persecute and demote the high rank
leaders who were in power. The first poster hung by a Beijing high school student Nie
Yuanzi. In this letter, he used the designation, “Red Guards”, for the first time and
praised their slogan “Rebellion is justified!” Mao also published his May 7, 1966
directive. In this directive he instructed students to learn from peasants, workers and
soldiers. He directed them to go to the countryside to become re-educated by the
peasants, and to forget their learning in the classroom, because Mao Zedong believed that
the countryside the best school. The August 1966 Plenum sounded the trumpets for the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. Beijing authorized students from “Red” families
(families that have cadres, People’s Liberation Army members, peasants, and workers) to
form Red Guard organizations. They spearheaded a purge of “capitalist roaders” (those
taking the road of capitalism) at all levels and of “old” culture in every form. On August
18, one million Red Guards were brought to a rally at Beijing’s huge Tian’an Men
Square, in order to see Chairman Mao, who was regarded as the supreme commander of
the millions of the Red Guards. The Red Guards were lauded by the government as
“courageous and daring path breakers”, both “vigorous in action and intelligent,” (Wang,
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2003). They were buoyed by adventure and idealism, and delivered from schoolwork and
a future of exile in the countryside. They wore a standard outfit of green PLA fatigues, a
wide leather belt, and, most important, a bright red armband emblazoned in yellow with
the words Red Guard. Assured that “Rebellion is Justified,” and that the “Four Olds” (old
thought, old culture, old customs, and old habits) must be destroyed, the Red Guards
descended on the intelligentsia. Unceremonious bands of the Red Guards burst into
homes to confiscate books, musical instruments, Western clothes, paintings, and any
other possessions considered old or foreign. The frightened intellectuals received verbal
and sometimes physical abuse. In many cases, the victims even died from excitation,
suicide, or brutal treatment. The young iconoclasts also defaced or destroyed thousands
of temples, statues, gravestones, and monuments. Everything traditional was destroyed
and trashed, many of the cultural relics were smashed, valuable books and paintings were
burned, factories were closed because revolution was more important than production,
and political ideology was the first priority. All government agencies and institutions
were either closed or controlled by the Red Guards, who abused their power to persecute
the intellectuals and the old cadres. The Red Guards were mostly middle school, high
school and college students. Not every student could become a Red Guard, only those
whose family was poor and those who were lower middle class peasants or poor factory
workers. The Red Guards could do what they wanted without caring about any laws or
morality. Peasants did not work in the fields anymore, but instead held daily rallies and
demonstrations to eulogize Chairman Mao’s wise leadership and great achievement.
\\ orkers did not produce anything, instead, they formed groups to read and learn
Chairman Mao’s works for revolutionary struggle. Due to the nationwide emphasis on
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class struggle and revolution, industry and agriculture were adversely affected and
foreign trade declined. The whole country was in dire need of the basic living materials.
Poverty was prevalent throughout China during the ten years of the Cultural Revolution.
The educational system was in shambles, particularly the colleges and universities;
according to Mao, schooling should be proletarianized. Instead of college entrance
exams, students in higher education would be selected by their fellow workers and their
revolutionary committees. The only criterion to recruit a college student was to see if s/he
had been working hard enough in the countryside and was an inseparable part of the
peasants. The lack of the ability to read and write would not prevent a student from
getting into the best colleges as long as s/he had a red heart (was loyal to Chairman Mao).
The curriculum deemphasized disciplinary theory and knowledge to stress practice and
production. Every school had its own shop or maintained connections with one or more
enterprises where students worked part-time. School life was political, emphasizing the
collective spirit and self-sacrifice. Most middle school graduates were to be mobilized to
“go down to the countryside” to make a life as peasants. By the spring of 1976, 12
million had done so (Li, 2002).
During the Cultural Revolution, peasants were socialized to stay where they were
for generations; mobilization was considered to be antirevolutionary and was strictly
forbidden. They were bom to the Earth, made a meager subsistence living, died and were
buried in the Earth from generation to generation. They were not encouraged to learn to
read or write, so that they would be satisfied with what they had and where they were. It
was glorious to be part of the yellow Earth. They worked for the collective brigade and
received equal amount of grains as well as other products, no matter how hard they had
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worked. They did not want to fight for more gains and for their own interests because that
was stigmatized as less revolutionary and less loyal to Chairman Mao. Because of the
“Big-Pot Meal” policy, agricultural production was so low that it did not even satisfy the
peasants' hunger. Thus everything including eggs, oil and grains were rationed (Liang,
2000). The “Big-Pot Meal” policy mandated that all the people work for the collective
brigade or the factory. No one received any differentiated task. They received the same
pay no matter how hard an individual was working. There were no material incentives.
People were told to work hard for the interests of the public. That might explain why no
one was responsible for the assigned task, since their efforts would not be recognized.

C. The End of the Cultural Revolution & the Beginning of the Economic Reform
Fortunately, Chinese history saw a sharp turn and a fundamental change in 1976.
When Mao died, the Gang of Four (Jiang Qing, Chairman Mao’s wife, Wang Hongwen,
Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, the four radical revolutionary leaders who were
responsible for the chaotic situation during the Cultural Revolution) were demoted from
their posts, and Deng Xiaoping came back to power. Deng advocated for increasing
material production, improving people’s lives, modernizing industry, agriculture, national
defense, science and technology, reforming the Chinese economy, educational system,
political system, legal system, and agriculture. Fie urged planned, systematic growth
based on material incentives rather than on spiritual rewards. The first reform Deng
advocated was economic reform starting with the Third Plenum party meeting at the end
of 1978, which marked the start of a fundamental change in economic policy. At the
Third Plenum, decisions were made to abandon the ten-year program and to initiate a
cooling down period. Modest investment, especially in heavy industry, allowed
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agriculture and consumer goods production to begin catching up. Socialism received a
new bare-bones definition: public ownership plus remuneration according to labor. So
long as these two requirements were met, any arrangement could be called “socialist”.
Maoist “moral” incentives gave way to material rewards. Thus, a fundamental tenet of
the economic system was replaced by its opposite: Productivity would henceforth be
promoted through individual rewards rather than collective political exhortation. Another
Maoist shibboleth, “self-reliance,” disappeared. Rather than recoiling from the idea of
contact with the outside world, new policy makers showed a fresh openness to foreign
loans, foreign technical consultants, and even foreign investment. In 1980, four “special
economic zones were established in south coastal China, where foreign businesses could
establish joint ventures to manufacture export products with cheap Chinese labor, an
arrangement that Mao would have abhorred as capitalistic exploitation (Liang 2000).
In agriculture, the beginnings were laid for the most dramatically successful
reform of all, the so-called “responsibility system”. These rural production arrangements
were first tried out in selected provinces, most notably starting in 1977, in troubled
Sichuan under the leadership of Zhao Ziyang. In 1979, the new arrangements were
promoted nationally and by the early 1980s, overtook virtually the entire rural sector.
There were many variants, but the essence of the system was a long term contractual
relationship between production teams (villages) and households. These contracts
specified which parcels of land would be assigned to each household and established a
fixed amount of grain to be sold to the state. Above-quota production belonged to the
household and could be sold for profit. Agricultural sideline occupations and specialized
households (such as in forestry, fishing, and transportation) also expanded rapidly under
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official encouragement. Due to the economic reforms in agriculture and industry,
consumerism flourished. Per capita GNP for 1980 was nearly 12 percent higher than in
1977 and output of food and specific products such as cloth and bicycles increased
dramatically (Wang, 2003).
The second reform Deng advocated was the reform of the educational system and
restoration of the college entrance examination system. In the past, emphasis was placed
on a fair educational opportunity to all citizens, whether urban or rural, male or female,
cadre or ordinary citizen, Han or ethnic minority. Under Deng, China’s approach
radically reversed earlier directions. Maoist educational policies emphasized socialist
equity and ideology, whereas the Dengists placed economic development unambiguously
in the highest priority. Where the earlier system stressed primary and secondary
education, the new policies allocated much greater resources to higher education. Where
access to education was formerly based on political and social criteria and skewed in
favor of disadvantaged groups, the new system admitted students on the basis of
competitive examinations (Li, 2002).
The new policies achieved positive results. Building from the devastation left by
the Cultural Revolution, staffs and facilities were rebuilt, and a growing and increasingly
able student body was selected. Curriculum revisions followed patterns used in Japan and
the US. Over 700 institutions of higher education emerged, about 100 of which were “key
point schools, that is, institutions specially favored and assigned the task of providing
the highest quality of training lor the brightest students.
The reformed college entrance exam brought hope to millions of young people
who were excited to have the chance to go to college through the national exam. Gaining
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knowledge through active learning became the most important goal for young people,
who were eager to obtain more knowledge and skills in order to rebuild the country and
make the country strong, powerful and prosperous. This reform motivated the high school
and middle school students, whose utmost goal was to study hard in order to pass the
national college entrance exam and go to prestigious colleges, which in turn led to better
jobs, higher salary, and higher social status. The academic atmosphere significantly
changed throughout the country: to learn and to pursue knowledge was no longer a
shame, but a glorious goal and achievement. Due to the fundamental change in social
values towards education, people began to show more respect to teachers who were
regarded as symbols of knowledge and wisdom, and role models of proper conduct.
Confucian philosophy was again regarded as the guiding principles for children’s
intellectual and moral development (Huang, 1999).

D. The Appearance of the New Social Phenomenon: Left-Behind Children

The economic and educational reforms changed China into a powerful and strong
nation with an average increase of ten percent gross domestic products for the last three
decades. The most obvious change occurred for the 800 million peasants working for the
People’s Commune, since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.
In the past, everyone worked for the brigade and the commune and received equal
amount of products (such as the grains, oil, cloth, and vegetables) no matter how hard
s/he worked, how many hours were worked each day or how many contributions a person
made to the community. The peasants had no incentives to work at all since they got
equal pay for unequal work. The economic reform motivated the peasants. They began to
work for their own interests, to get more money, to become rich, and to have a better life.
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Due to the harder work of the peasants and the state initiated mechanization efforts, less
and less labor was needed in the countryside. Millions of peasants began to move to the
cities to find odd jobs and make money to send home. The cities were full of peasants
who were looking for jobs (mostly hourly paid jobs such as domestic help, construction
workers, cleaning people, and security guards). The massive movement of peasants to
cities was a necessary result of rapid industrialization, urbanization and modernization.
There were various reasons for the peasants to choose to leave their homes and the land
they relied on tor survival for generations. They wanted to broaden their vision, learn
more knowledge, and get out of poverty; to make more money, so that their children
could receive a better education, attend a good college, gain better jobs, and have a better
life in the future (Yang, 2002).
In many Western countries, migrant peasants buy new houses and enjoy equal
rights with the local residents. They are protected by law, receive the same social
benefits, have equal employment opportunities, have equal rights for education and equal
social status with the local people. However, this is not the case in China. Due to the dual
social structure, there has been a big discrepancy between the countryside and the cities
tor the past 30 years, with the city population having a much higher living standard and
the peasants living in poverty. Peasants are treated by urban citizens as inferiors, who do
not deserve equal treatment with their city counterparts, nor do they receive the same
benefits although they work harder and make more contributions than the urban people.
What is more perplexing to the peasant workers is that they cannot bring their children to
the cities to receive equal schooling with the city children. They cannot afford to bring
their children to stay with them in the cities or send them to city schools because they
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have poor living conditions, the tuition for the city schools is far beyond their budget, in
addition, the countryside children are charged a much higher tuition than the city
children, and there is no transportation for the children. Even the children’s security
cannot be guaranteed, even if some rural people can afford to send their children to the
city schools, their children are treated unequally by the teachers and are often bullied by
their city peers. Limited by all those problems and perplexities, the peasant workers have
no other choice but to leave their children behind in the countryside, and entrust them to
other people, mostly grandparents and close relatives to look after the children. Thus this
situation is created: peasant workers are separated from their children, a brand new
disadvantaged group-Left-Behind Children—comes into being (Zhou 2001).
Data, by the State Statistics Bureau (2005), indicates that one hundred and fifty
million peasants have left their homes to move to the cities for odd jobs, and each year
five million more peasants will follow. Currently, throughout China, there are
approximately ten million left-behind children, and the number is rapidly increasing as
time progresses (Zhang, 2005). After one year’s research in three provinces (Gansu,
Hebei, and Jiangsu) and five counties, Wu (2004) found that among middle school and
elementary school children, 31.5% have one parent working in the cities; 16.2% have
both parents working in the cities, the total is 47.7%. That is to say, almost half of the
school children from the countryside are left-behind children. Wang (2004) also
conducted a survey in Cao Wu Zhen Middle School in Jiangshan County, Hubei Province
and found 53% of 1000 children have both their parents working in urban areas. These
data indicate that in the countryside of China, there are a large number of left-behind
children.
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These left-behind children are cared for by their single parent (generally mothers)
or their grandparents, siblings, relatives or neighbors. They do not enjoy the regular
family life, education or care. In addition, due to the ineffectiveness of family education,
the children’s health and safety cannot be guaranteed. Many of the children are
influenced by deviant and anti-social behavior at a very young age. Some of the children
have developed abnormal personalities and have committed deviant behavior. Others
have planned and committed very serious crimes. The “Left-Behind Children
Phenomenon" has caused serious concerns among Chinese educators, sociologists and
criminologists (Fan, 2000).
As China is becoming more urbanized, people will continue moving to the cities;
this will continuously “create” more and more left-behind children. The left-behind
children phenomenon is closely lined with rapid urbanization and it will not disappear in
a short period of time; it will continue to exist as a social problem in the future. It is wellknown in China that agriculture, the countryside, and peasants have been the bottleneck
that has constrained China’s modernization, and the three issues- agriculture, countryside
and peasants- are the most important problems that have to be solved in order to realize
China’s industrialization, urbanization, and modernization. If we really want to care
about the agriculture, the countryside and the peasants, we should not only care about the
life and existence of those peasants who have moved to the cities, but also we need to
concern ourselves with the peasants’ younger generation. We need to care about the
upbringing and education of these left-behind children.
There are two advantages for peasants to migrate to urban areas for employment.
First, they make a significant contribution to the construction and economic development
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of the cities where they work; in addition, they take the lead in helping the peasants move
out of poverty. However, behind the peasants’ movement to cities brings a new and
unanswered question. What impact will this change bring to the left-behind children?
This question needs to be thoroughly researched by scholars. It needs to be of high
concern to the whole society, because this issue is not only about whether the left-behind
children can develop and grow in a healthy way; it is also about whether the rural
education can continue to develop and whether a harmonious society can be established
(Chang, 2004).
Some institutions and scholars have researched the extent and types of caregivers
, the influences on the left-behind children’s learning, personality and behavioral
development due to the parents’ leaving for the cities for temporary employment (Li,
2004). Few studies have systematically and deeply explored the adverse effects on the
left-behind children's psychological, educational, and physiological development. In
addition, the few existing studies mostly do their questionnaire surveys in local schools.
There are very few studies based in rural communities. It is thus necessary to conduct a
much deeper and wider research on the left-behind children from the rural community
point of view.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW

The left-behind children issue is not a brand new phenomenon, nor is it a social
issue only in China. It has been occurring in many countries and regions over the past
hundreds of years. Due to the voluntary and involuntary migration of people, such
countries as the United States of America, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and
Singapore came into being. There are various reasons for migration among human
beings: economic, political, religious, educational, and marital reasons for migrating to
cities.
Survival and better economic opportunities is one of the most motivating forces
for migration. It is particularly the case in India and China. The two countries bear many
similarities in population (India’s population will reach one billion by 2010), history
(used to be a British colony), culture (traditionally patriarchal, extended family structure),
religion (Buddhism), and economic system (about 70% of the total population are rural
people). Both countries have started economic reform and witnessed fundamental
changes and an unprecedented increase in GDP. China has had an average increase of 9%
per year for the past two decades and a half, while India has had an average increase of
7.5% each year tor the last decade. Due to rapid economic development, the cities have a
serious shortage of labor in the areas of construction, domestic help, and service
industries such as hotels, restaurants, and tourist areas. The large demand for labor draws
thousands from the rural areas. Rapid industrialization in both countries has significantly
reduced the demand tor labor in the countryside and created millions of surplus laborers.
In addition, the rapid urbanization has made arable land scarce; consequently, the
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peasants face more difficulties in making a meager living on their ever decreasing land.
They have no alternatives, but to migrate to urban and industrial towns to find menial
jobs and improve their living conditions.
There is a rich body of scholarly literature about migration from rural to urban in
India and China. Migration is defined as involving a sustained or permanent sojourn in
the place of destination from their place of origin. To avoid residential mobility from
being treated as migration, it has been suggested (UN: 1973 p.l), that migration should
be defined as a change of residence from one civil division to another. Another definition
is called Operational Definition of Migration. Place of birth is the basis for this definition.
It has been developed and used by the census of India and in many other countries also.
For this purpose India uses the place of birth along with the place of enumeration of the
census. A person whose place of enumeration is the same as his place of birth is supposed
to be a non-migrant. On the contrary, if the place of birth of an individual is different
from his/her place of enumeration, he or she is considered to be a migrant (Knodel et. al,
2005)
In an effort to define migration, researchers have tried to explain various reasons
and causal factors for migration. Revenstein’s law on distance, and on stream and
counter-streams, has been supplemented by the “gravity model” (Zips, 1976). Zips
postulated that the interaction between two cities, I and J, would be directly proportional
to the product of their populations and inversely proportional to the distance between
them. The Gravity model has been found applicable in most local and regional
transportation problems, rather than for internal migration as an adjustment to economic
factors.
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Todaro (1976) gave the model an econometric perspective in the context of policy
formulation by decision makers. His model is based on the following assumptions:
a) Individuals move with a motive to maximize their expected income.
b) Perspective migrants attempt to achieve the prevailing average income for their
levels of education.
c) Before moving, individuals are aware of their chance of getting a job
immediately. They also know the probability of getting a job after remaining
unemployed or under-employed for some time and then getting it.
Basing his study on the 1971 census birthplace data, Mehrotra estimated lifetime
migration in India. He discussed the characteristics of migrants with reference to types of
movements, growth rates of migrants, sex ratio of population (Mehrotra, 1974). He found
different patterns of relationship for different types of movements. For example, intradistnct migration was positively related with sex ratio in favor of females, both in rural
and urban areas, and was negatively related to the density of population in only urban
areas. The inter-district migration showed a negative correlation with population density
and growth rate in urban areas, but did not show any significant correlation in rural areas.
Inter-state males’ migration showed a positive correlation with the proportion of workers
in urban areas, but had a negative correlation in rural areas. Inter-state in-migration had
overall negative correlation with the sex ratio. However, with population density, urban
male and female in-migration showed a positive correlation.
In the study, Mitra et.al. correlate migration into Indian cities with investment and
economic variables (Mitra, 1980). Utilizing principal component analysis and canonical
correlation analysis, they found two significant canonical factors. The analysis showed
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that in-migration to cities from rural areas and the number of new workers benefiting
from investment was positively correlated. There was a positive correlation between in¬
migrants to cities from urban areas and the amount of capital investment in the cities.
Oberai and Manmohan’s study on internal migration in the Indian Punjab showed
that the poorest and richest both had maximum mobility. In-migration to rural areas was
not because of technological changes, it was mainly due to out-migration from villages
(Oberai and Manmohan, 1980).
Another study was done by Premi and Tom (1980) who did an analysis of
migration to 147 Indian cities and generated six migration rates by considering lifetime
and current migration of males and females. By using multiple classification analysis
wherein the above variables are treated as dependent variables, and city size, growth rate,
functional specialization of the city, and regional location as predictor variables, they
obtained the adjusted square R from 35 per cent to 45 per cent. In the above explanatory
system, however, contrary to his hypothesis, city size and functional specialization
appeared to be of no importance (Premi and Tom, 1980).
In analyzing the causes of rural to urban migration, the most popular theory
(Singh, 1998) was the push and pull explanations. The push factors include:
a) Reduction in employment due to mechanization
b) Social, political and religious discrimination
c) Decline in the per capita share in resources such as agricultural land and
stagnating agriculture, change in technology, exhaustion of mine, timber or other
resources, and closure of certain industries in some of the regions.
d) Natural calamities such as cyclone, drought, earthquake and epidemic.
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The pull factors include, but are not limited to:
a) Low pressure of population, better health and recreational facilities for retiring
population.
b) Higher wages, employment and better transport.
c) Opportunities for education, better standards of life, marriage freedom, and
company of one’s own people. Better climatic conditions, safety and security.
Due to the above reasons, and as a result of heavy pressure on land, stagnating
agricultural production and rising opportunities in the towns, a steady flow of internal
migration from rural to urban areas started during the fifties and is still continuing in
different forms. From the States, where the density of population was higher such as
Kerala, Bengal and Tamil Nadu, a large volume of out-migration started and was directed
towards metropolitan cities such as Bombay and Delhi Bangalore. Along with this
migration there was a rise in the level of urbanization. After the initial rise, the process
started showing a gradual decline only in proportional terms. However, in absolute terms
internal migration is an ever increasing phenomenon in India. The following table
indicates the position of internal migration in India since 1961 (Singh, 1998):
Table 1: Internal Migration in India
Year

Population
(in million)

1991
838.6
1981_ 683.8
1971
h548.2
1961
439.2

Volume of
Migration (In
million)
230.0
203.5
166.8
144.8
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Migration as
percentage its
Total
Population
27.4
30.6
'30.4
33.0

Percentage
Urban
Population
25.7
23.7
19.9
18.0

Similarly, there has been an unprecedented increase of internal migration, since
the beginning ot the 1980s, due to the pull and push factors. The rapid urbanization and
industrialization need more laborers. The number of skyscrapers in the cities has
increased 10 times during the last two decades. The existing number of construction
workers is far from adequate, in order to construct so many buildings in the cities. There
appears the need for more workers from the rural areas. As cities continue to expand, the
service industry will require an increase of employment, in order to fill various needs
within the hotel industry, restaurants, transportation, and domestic positions. The need for
low paid manual laborers pulls thousands of peasants from the countryside to the cities.
Statistics show that about 150 million peasants have moved to different cities for
temporary employment. (L1, 2004)
The pushing factors come from the agricultural reform that started at the
beginning of the 1980s, when Deng Xiaoping began to experiment the economic reform
in the countryside called “Individual Responsibility System”. Political consciousness was
replaced by material incentives. Land was divided and assigned into individual
households. Peasants became owners of land and property. Their economic gains were
aligned with their labor and contributions. They were more motivated to work for their
own interests. Plus, the rapid industrialization and mechanization also eased the labor
burdens of the peasants. In the past, the amount of work that required ten people working
on an entire day to complete can now be accomplished by two people within two hours.
The surplus labor force has much free time. They would rather move to cities to earn
additional money and improve their financial situation.
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The pulling and pushing factors jointly motivated millions of the peasants to leave
their homes and move to cities. Most of the migrants traveling to the cities are young and
strong men, whose wives and children are left behind in the countryside. In some cases,
both husbands and wives depart together, leaving their children under the care of the
grandparents or other relatives.

A. Left-Behind Children in China
The left-behind children issue has become a social phenomenon in China, since
the beginning of 1980s, when thousands of rural people began to migrate to cities for
temporary employment. There have been extensive reports from the mass media about
this social phenomenon. Scholars and social workers form research groups to investigate
and research these special groups of children. Some achievements and progress on this
issue ha\e been accomplished. Some suggestions and recommendations have been made
to understand the left-behind children problem, to take appropriate measures to help and
support these children, and to solve this widespread social problem for the stability and
prosperity of the whole country.
Wang & Wu (2003) analyzed the reasons for the social phenomenon of leftbehind children and found that the peasants left for cities to find odd jobs in order to
improve their economic conditions and raise their living standard. Since the People’s
Republic of China was established in 1949, China has had a dual social system: urban
population and rural population. People living in rural areas have a much lower standard
ot living, poorer health care, poorer living conditions, lower educational levels, and many
have lower SES than those living in urban centers. They have no salaries; the only way to
make a living is to work in the fields. In the 1960s and 1970s, the average monthly

earnings for the Chinese peasants were 30 yuan per person (which is equal to US$6),
which constitutes the sole income for most of the peasant families. They had to use this
amount of money to buy food and clothing, to build a shabby mud brick house, and to
pay for their medical care. Many used Chinese herbs to treat their common diseases such
as the common cold or stomachache, or simply did not treat them at all, because they
could not afford to go to the hospital. As a result, minor diseases developed into serious
diseases that eventually led to death. The life expectancy for peasants during the 1970s
was 63 for men and 65 for women (State Statistics Bureau, 2005). With this economic
situation, many families could not send their children to school, and even if they did, they
could only allow their children to stay in school for a few years. The average years of
formal education for rural children who were bom at the end of the 1950s and beginning
of the 1960s were 4.7 for girls and 5.6 for boys (State Statistics Bureau, 2005).
Though there have been fundamental changes, the peasants’ living standard has greatly
improved since Deng started the economic reform in 1979, however, the peasants’ SES is
still considerably lower than that of their city counterparts. Compared with the years from
1949 to 1978, the peasants have been much better off from 1979 to the present. The
average monthly income per person has increased to 400 yuan in 2005, which is more
than ten times that of the 1970s, but many still live a poor life because the daily living
expenses have also increased more than 10 times. Tuition and fees for children have
creased faster than their earnings increased. Many peasants still cannot afford to send
their children to school. The average years of schooling for rural girls were only 6.2 and
7.5 for boys (State Statistics Bureau, 2004); many of them dropped out before finishing
elementary school or middle school. Many of the peasants still cannot afford to go to
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hospitals for their diseases. Medical expenses are 20 times higher than that of the 1970s,
due to the high cost of medicine, medical equipment, and the rapidly increased salaries
for medical staff. It is difficult to make a living in the countryside. Working in the fields
cannot significantly change the financial status of peasants. The only way to increase
income and raise living standards for farmers and for future generations is to move out of
the countryside, where they have been living for generations. Traveling to cities to find
work, regardless of safety level, is the only way farmers have to improve their life styles.
(Li,2002).
There are approximately 800 million peasants in China, and 150 million have
moved to the cities. With each passing year another 5 million join this mobile labor force
(State Statistics Bureau, 2005). Some of the peasants bring their children with them, but
most of them can only find low paid menial jobs in the cities where there is no job
security. They change jobs frequently and rent shabby houses with poor facilities, in
order to save their hard-earned money. They do not receive equal treatment from the city
people, nor from their employers; neither do their children. The major reason for these
differences between the peasants and the urban population is the household registration
system (Hu Kou in Chinese). Since the People’s Republic of China was established in
1949, the new government introduced the Hu Kou system, dividing the Chinese people
into two categories: the Agricultural Hu Kou and the City Hu Kou. People who are
classified as the former, do not receive any financial support from the government. They
have to maintain a self-subsistence way of living. These peasants worked for the brigade
and the commune; they received points each day, depending on the amount of
contribution they made to the collective brigade. By the end of each year, each household
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received a certain amount of grain and other agricultural products, according to the
number of points they had earned throughout the year. The only way farmers could make
a living was to work in the fields every day for the collective brigade. They did not
receive any support from the government at any level.
By contrast, those who were assigned City Hu Kou, did not work in the fields for
the brigade. They worked in the factories, government offices, and other social and
political institutions, such as government bureaus, schools, hospitals, post offices, and
police department. These people received a certain amount of grain, oil, sugar, eggs and
other living necessities from the government, depending on the ages of the household
members. They were guaranteed food and salaries, received free housing, free medical
care and other subsidies for their living; therefore they did not have to worry about their
daily subsistence. Another advantage for those with city Hu Kou was that the Hu Kou
status could be inherited and transferred from generation to generation. If one’s mother
(not father) was a city Hu Kou carrier, s/he would naturally have the same Hu Kou as
soon as s/he was bom. If one was bom into a city Hu Kou family, s/he would be
guaranteed a superior life in the years to come. The Hu Kou system was fixed and could
rarely be changed by one’s own efforts. The only way for the agricultural Hu Kou carriers
to change their Hu Kou was to join the army or to pass the annual National College
Entrance Exam, occurring in July. When an agricultural Hu Kou carrier (a peasant’s
child) joins the army, he may work very hard and be promoted to an officer position, and
then his Hu Kou will be changed from the agricultural into the city Hu Kou, that will
certainly change his life and social status. The same is true for the peasants’ sons or
daughters who, through years of hard work, pass the annual National College Entrance
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Exam and are enrolled in colleges. Their Hu Kou will be changed as soon as they are
admitted into colleges. This means that they will have a steady job and higher social and
political status in the future. The Hu Kou system has created a wide gap between the
country and the city people. It has served as a barrier to prevent the countryside people
from moving up the social ladder.
After decades of the dual system in China, city vs. countryside, the peasants have
been living in poverty for years and they are looked down upon by the city people.
Though the peasants make significant contributions to the construction and advancement
of the cities, they are treated as inferiors. According to Wang (2004), the peasant workers
cannot afford to send their children to the public city schools because they have to pay an
extra tuition known as “temporary study fee” or “Jie Du Fei”. The city schools only allow
city people’s children to attend their schools because they have the city Hu Kou. The
rural people are not considered as permanent residents of the city, therefore, they are
treated as outsiders and strangers who are not supposed to be there.
Wang et al. (2004) interviewed a peasant worker’s family, named Shi. The Shi
family moved to Shenyang from Changtu County, in Liaoning Province, when their son
was in the third grade. The boy, Shi Jian, went to Jing Xiang Elementary School in
Shenyang, but he had to pay 200 yuan extra tuition each semester, because he had an
Agricultural Hu Kou and did not belong to the city. The Shi family lived in a nine square
meter shabby room, and the father worked as a cyclist doing some other odd jobs as well.
The father left home early in the morning and returned home very late every day, but he
earned only about 600 yuan a month. He could barely make a living for the family of
four, let alone send his two children to the city school, so his daughter just stayed at
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home. Another peasant worker family Wang interviewed was the Zhang family, who
moved to Hefei, Anhui Province, from Anqing County in 2002. Since then, Zhang has
worked in a construction company, earning 500 yuan each month. This amount does not
allow Zhang a savings after covering his monthly expenses. Zhang said “What I am most
concerned about is my children’s schooling. If I leave them in the countryside, I cannot
take care of them; if I bring them to the city, I cannot afford to send them to the city
schools.” His older daughter was expelled from the city school after only one year of
schooling because he did not pay the extra tuition on time.
Numerous research studies have shown that many peasant workers cannot afford
to send their children to city schools, due to the ever-increasing tuition and fees, and they
can barely make a decent living to support their entire family in the city. They have no
other choice but to leave their children behind under the care of the grandparents or
relatives and friends. However, many problems have appeared among the left-behind
children, due to the long term separation from their parents and lack of communication
between these parents and their children. This situation is seen in Li’s (2002) research, in
which he found three types of supervision for these left-behind children. They are as
follows:
a) being taken care of by grandparents, in most of the families when the parents left
for cities to work, the children are taken care of by the grandparents. This style of
supervision has many weaknesses: they can satisfy the children’s material needs,
give the grandchildren enough food and clothing, but there is little communication
or caring about their feelings and emotions. The grandparents do not understand
what the grandchildren are thinking, expecting, aspiring, pursuing; they do not ask

27

about their academic performance in schools, peer relationships, what type of
friends they have, how they spend their money, what books they are reading, what
movies they attend, what video games they are playing, or what they like or don’t
like. Most of the grandparents in the countryside are illiterate; they do not know
how to read or write, so they cannot supervise the grandchildren’s learning and
homework. Li’s research shows that many grandparents are not strict with the
grandchildren, in regard to their homework and learning, because they think the
grandchildren should be happy and have more freedom. Since they do not have
their parents with them, many grandparents feel it is cruel to treat the
grandchildren harshly. In most cases, the grandparents ignore or do not care about
the grandchildren’s misbehavior, truancy, vandalism, stealing, lying, selfishness,
stubbornness, bullying of their peers, fighting or even drinking and smoking.
They neglect or even intentionally ignore fostering the grandchildren’s moral and
behavioral development, and spiritual cultivation. Li’s research indicates that
these children are often spoiled, stubborn, selfish, irrational, and uncontrollable.
His research further finds that left-behind children tend to commit deviant
behavior when they are encouraged by adverse connections and bad influences
surrounding them.
b) being taken care of by adults of the parental generation (such as the parents’
cousins and relatives) These caregivers provide the children with material things,
but show little concern about the children’s psychological and spiritual needs.
c) being taken care of by themselves, these children rely on themselves for
supervision. In this situation, the parents normally provide the children with a
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large amount of money, try their best to satisfy their material needs, but pay little
attention to fostering positive personality traits such as diligence, frugality,
selflessness, cooperation and a spirit of team work, and self-control.
Generally speaking, among the peasants who leave for cities, many are couples,
so the children in a certain sense become “Orphans” or “Single-Parent Children”
(Chinese Social Survey Academy, 2004). The research done by the Central Educational
& Science Academy indicates that 56.4% of the left-behind children live with left-behind
mothers or fathers; 32.2% live with their grandparents; 4.1% live with other relatives and
the parents’ friends; 0.9% of the left-behind children are hosted in other families.
Hu’s (2005) research in the Central Elementary School at Fenshui District,
Sichuan Province, also supports these findings: among the 1525 students, 668 were left at
home because their parents have gone to cities for employment; among the 668 left
behind children, 375 were taken care of by their grandparents, and 293 are taken care of
by other relatives. After careful investigation and analysis, Hu found that the left-behind
children have the following problems: they don’t get enough love and affection, their
psychological development is defective, their academic achievement is lower than their
peers with both parents, they have weak emotional and behavioral self-control, there is
little mutual communication between the care-givers and the left-behind children.
Extensive research has been done on the adverse influence upon the children’s
education, due to the parents’ leaving for cities to work. Liu (2002) found that the parents
who left for the cities to work had little time to communicate with their children. In
addition, these parents were treated unfairly by the city people. In turn, they tend to hate
the city people and society. Sometimes they cannot control themselves, and express their
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anger in an inappropriate way. They may yell at their children, teach their children to hate
other people and society, or they may not teach their children the positive characteristics
of honesty, frugality and modesty. They may even teach their children that honesty will
hurt their own interest. These children tend to develop their personalities in a negative
direction. The significance of education has been greatly weakened by the parents who
think money is more important than education. The utilitarian spirit is transplanted into
the children’s mind in their early years, thus they have little interest in going to school
and pursuing higher education. They tend to drop out at elementary or middle school
level.
Liu and his colleagues (2002) interviewed 156 elementary and middle school
children in Fan County, Henan Province. Among them, 125 were taken care of by their
grandparents or a grandparent; another 21 were raised by their single mothers, the rest by
their relatives. Some of them said they had not seen their parents for two years. All they
could do was to look at their parents’ pictures; they missed their parents so much, that
they often cried when looking at photographs. A child of ten named Leilei said, “I cannot
concentrate on my studies, thinking of my mom every day, hoping to see her in my
dream. 1 want to go and find her in Shenzhen, but it is too far away, and I don’t have
money to buy a ticket.” Many of the children cannot focus on their studies because they
miss their parents; sometimes they are bullied by their peers and their teachers. In
China's schools, children are heavily burdened with homework. They go to school in the
early morning and again after dinner, in order to finish their schoolwork. In addition to
the long hours in school, they have much homework to be completed at home.

30

Most parents help tutor and supervise their children’s homework, otherwise, they
may lag behind their peers. Chinese children have to study very hard in order to pass
entrance exams to move to upper levels of schooling. The exams are highly competitive
because there are not enough seats for all children. The children with parents living in the
home have advantages in focusing on their studies. Additional tutoring and supervision
enable students to score higher on exams. This is not the case with the left-behind
children, because they cannot focus on their learning and they are not supervised by their
parents. The grandparents ask them if they have finished their homework, but never
check to see if they have finished. Even if they check, they cannot find anything wrong
due to their own illiteracy. When the grandchildren do poorly on tests in school, the
grandparents do not realize it until the teacher calls them about it. Some grandchildren
even forge their grandparents’ signature on tests and lie to the teacher.
Among the 156 children Liu investigated, 117 had failed three chapter tests and
86 had not passed the exam to advance to an upper grade. When asked, “Do you want to
go to college in the future? 103 of the children answered, “No, I want to go to cities to
make more money, to get a new house, and to have new clothes.” They had not been
raised to understand the value and significance of education, nor did they understand that
education could bring them a better future and better life. What they could see was now
and today, when they could make a small amount of money to buy new clothing and a
new house.
This can also be seen from the random surveys done by Zhou and Wu (2004),
Wang and Wu (2003), and Tan (2004). Zhou and Wu studied 2000 left-behind children’s
academic scores in Renshou County, Sichuan Province and found that 48% of the left-
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behind children have low scores in their tests and exams (they fail some subjects every
semester). Additionally, 40% of left-behind children’s academic scores fall below the
average. These research findings indicate that a lack of effective supervision and
encouragement account for the children’s low achievement. Because their parents are not
present to supervise them, they are not motivated to learn, they lack a sense of
achievement, the children are not recognized for their higher achievement by the people
surrounding them, and they do not receive incentives or reinforcement from their
significant others. The research shows that only a small portion of those can exercise selfcontrol and self-regulation, study hard and achieve higher scores. Among the 2000 leftbehind children, 56% have significantly declined in their academic achievement from B
to C or D or F, after their parents left for the cities; the number of the declining students
is rapidly increasing.
Li (2004) argues that the reason for the left-behind children falling back in their
academic achievement is the ineffective supervision of their guardians. Many of the
children do not have a clear goal for their studies, do not know the purpose of learning,
do not possess effective and efficient learning strategies, and have not developed
productive and constructive learning habits. Thus, they feel stressed and frustrated at
learning anything; learning is a painful burden for them.
Wu (2004) also provides evidence tor that phenomenon, believing that the
inadequate supervision of the children’s studies results in the appearance of learning
problems. Wu cites in his research that the left-behind children’s families have assistance
from the grandparents with literacy levels which are so low that they cannot give
adequate academic support to their grandchildren’s learning. Another important factor in
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the one-parent families is the left-behind mothers or fathers have to take care of all the
field work and household chores, having little time or energy to take care of their
children’s studies.
Ceng and Xiao (2004) support this finding by the research they did in Hunan
Province regarding left-behind children. They find that most of the left-behind children
are not conscientious in their studies and rarely take any initiative in participating in
active learning. Their goal is to follow their parents’ paths to the cities to do odd jobs, as
soon as they finish their middle school education, because they are unwilling to continue
studying in the upper grades. The survey results illustrate that 62% of the left-behind
children answer “No” to the question, “Do you intend to go to high school when you
graduate from middle school?” Only 13% respond to the statement, “I plan to go to
college” with “Yes”. In contrast, 55% of the respondents write “No” to the statement, “I
want to work and make more money now to support my family”.
A few scholars have conducted research on the adverse influences on the leftbehind children’s behavior and interactions with other people. Zhang (2004), did a
comprehensive study on left-behind children from the psychological point of view. He
found that in the middle school years the left-behind children’s moods and feelings were
mainly influenced by friends and fathers. In contrast, the non-left-behind children’s
feelings and emotions were affected from four directions: friends, fathers, teachers and
mothers. In the elementary school years the left-behind children’s emotions and feelings
are more affected by their friends, while the non-left-behind children’s feelings and
emotions were affected from two sides: mothers and friends. There are many more leftbehind children than non-left-behind children with introverted personalities. Furthermore,

33

the former are disproportionately more sensitive than the latter, in their psychological
judgment and reasoning ability. The left-behind children tend to get excited, stressed,
worried, angry, emotional, easily irrational, but they tend not to express their emotions or
anger in public; instead, they choose to hide their feelings and repress their emotions.
There are obvious discrepancies between the left-behind children and non-left-behind
children in the following four aspects: “learning behavior”, “interactive behavior”,
“active participation”, and “maintaining independence”. Compared with the non-leftbehind children, the left-behind children show more difficulties in communication and
interactions with other people. They lack independence, self-trust, and self-esteem, along
having a poor perseverance level. These children are not able or are willing to participate
in any collective activities, thus they have a lower level of socializing skills than the nonleft-behind children.
Research by Sun (2004) also indicates that parents’ choosing to leave their homes
and children for the cities produces serious negative influences on the fostering of the
lower grade elementary students’ social behavior and social skills. This move exerts
much less influence on the middle school students in their social behaviors and social
skills. In addition, female elementary and middle school students demonstrate much more
pro-social behavior than their male counterparts. Since the left-behind children do not
have opportunities to communicate with their parents at home, whenever they encounter
problems, they have no other choice than to solve these situations by themselves.
However, due to the lack of correct guidance from the parents, they often feel lonely,
helpless, weak, and perplexed. Furthermore, if the children do not receive correct
guidance and positive directives in their critical age of physiological growth and moral
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development, their personality development is undoubtedly negatively affected; they are
easily influenced by deviant thoughts and antisocial behavior because they do not have
sound judgment power. Gradually the negative antisocial and deviant thoughts and
behavior will be internalized; when reinforced by unhealthy circumstances and antisocial
forces, they tend to commit delinquent acts and even serious crime.
After a two year longitudinal study of 500 left-behind children in Fujian Province,
Lin (2003) also points out that because the parents work all year round in far-away cities,
there are no qualified guardians in the families, so children become stubborn, selfish,
cold, cruel, disobedient, disrespectful, and dishonest. Some of them often skip classes, do
not follow the school rules and regulations, some bully their peer students, others steal
from the supermarkets or from their classmates, still others are involved in gangs to drink
alcohol, take drugs, blackmail rich people, gamble, and watch pornography movies. This
research shows that almost half of the left-behind children have deformed personalities
that show signs of coldness, introvertness, loneliness, and lack of self-esteem. Faced with
this dilemma, the guardians feel helpless and disappointed, but do not know what
measures to take or what resources to use for support. The parents, who are working in
far-away cities, shift their responsibility for educating and nurturing their children to the
schools and the teachers. The schools become the cure-all institutions. Flowever, the
schools have very limited resources to manage and educate the left-behind children,
because the average student enrollment in each school, within China, is 5000. The
schools do not have enough teachers or social workers who can spend additional time
helping the left-behind children.
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Huang (2004) points out that there exist some problems for left-behind children in
their moral and social responsibility, e.g., they squander money, lack moral affection and
sympathy for the disadvantaged and the needy, only want to receive love from others but
never want to give love to others, do not have any sense of social responsibility, and
cannot take care of themselves in actual life. Research shows that due to the lack of
parental management and educations, most of the left-behind children pay little attention
to their hygiene or nutrition needs. Some of them never have breakfast because they do
not have enough money to purchase this meal. Some left-behind children are faced with
safety problems such as insecurity on their way to school In China there are no school
buses; all children travel between home and school by bicycle, public bus, or walking.
These insecure feelings also exist when these children are left home alone.
Li (2004) thinks that the left-behind children are experiencing the critical turning
periods for their emotions and personalities. The long term separation from their parents
prevents them from being satisfied with their physiological and psychological
development as they mature. This causes negative feelings, which change their
personalities into self-contempt, silence, pessimism, peculiarity, or they become
stubborn, impatient, and extremely hot-tempered. Most of the left-behind children miss
their parents, hoping to see their parents frequently, and eventually stay with them
forever. This problem was also found by the Fujian Research Team that investigated
3,725 left-behind children under 14 years of age. Their research indicates that there exist
three disadvantages caused by parents’ leaving home and going to the cities for
employment: 1) disadvantage for the children’s healthy growth and development; 2)
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disadvantage for the cultivation of the children’s personality; 3) disadvantage for the
children’s learning and literacy development.
Parents’ leaving their home and children to travel to the cities for temporary
employment has brought about adverse influences not only on the children’s daily lives,
education, interactions, communication, social skills, and behavioral development, but
also on the children’s psychological and emotional development. Many research studies
have been done regarding adverse influences on these children’s psychological and
emotional development. One of the most well-known studies was conducted by Wu Ni
(2004), who thought that parent’s leaving homes to work exerted various negative
influences on the left-behind children. The results of his research study suggested that
parents going to the cities to work were relatively wealthy, so they tended to provide their
children with a lot of money, thus making their children feel satisfied with their lives; but
because the parents were not with them, the left-behind children received less love and
care. As the children grew older, they gradually realize the importance of a harmonious
and whole family and the importance of parental love and care; therefore, they became
less satisfied with their daily lives. In addition, the left-behind children had fewer
opportunities and fewer tendencies to communicate with their peers, sharing their worries
and concerns than the non-left-behind children. Their relationships with their peers were
more distant. Most of the left-behind children were internally depressed because they
were always worried about their parents’ health and safety, and concerned about the
economic situation of their families.
The Chinese Social Investigation Academy’s (2004) survey also indicates that the
left-behind children are eager to live with their parents and are thirsty for parental love
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and care. They understand the family situation and the parents’ hardship in working
outside, but the difficult situation is imprinted deeply on the children’s brains. Whenever
they meet with any troubles in their life and studies, they tend to seek help from the
teachers; in contrast, the non-left-behind children tend to seek help from their peers and
from their parents when in trouble or having some difficulties. However, as they get
older, the left-behind children become more and more reliant upon their peers who, in
return, exert more and more influence on the left-behind children.
Among all the adverse influences on left-behind children, due to their parents’
leaving home for temporary employment in far away cities, the influence on the
children’s education is causing the most concerns. Lu (2004) believes there are many
existing problems and crises in left-behind children’s lives and education, due to the
long-term separation from their parents; the children’s legal rights for health, education,
and cultural entertainment cannot be guaranteed, and they especially do not receive
appropriate moral education. Many of the left-behind children commit deviant behavior
and fall into juvenile delinquency, to a large extent, because they do not receive parental
care and love (Cheng, 1997).
After a three year longitudinal research, Zhang (2004) discovered that the
temporary guardians for the left-behind children are not clear about their responsibilities,
nor do they have the abilities and expertise to educate the children. No matter who the
temporary guardians are, either the grandparents or other relatives and friends, they all
conceptualize their responsibilities tor taking care of the children, as providing them with
enough food and clothes, guaranteeing their safety, and socializing them to be obedient.
But they have neglected the children s physiological and moral education and guidance,
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and failed to foster the children’s pro-social personality development. Zhang indicates
that the left-behind children receive less help and support from the teachers than the nonleft-behind children. Most of the teachers categorize the left-behind children as poor
performers in academics and moral behavior, and are eager to get rid of them in order to
make their jobs easier. Thus, many teachers do not care about how the left-behind
children behave or what they do within or outside of school; they will leave the children
as they are, as long as they follow school regulations. If the left-behind children commit
any deviant behavior or violate school rules, the schools tend to expel the “problematic
youths” and push them out into the society.
In spite of the extensive research studies that indicate negative influences on the
left-behind children, due to the separation from their parents, there also exist some
studies and literature that suggest the opposite: separation from their parents or parent
helps the children become more independent, mature, self-reliant, understanding, goalorientated, achievement-motivated, and pro-social. Research studies also find that due to
positive support and extensive care from the temporary care-givers, school officials,
teachers, community members, peers and friends, some left-behind children have become
more positive toward society. Some studies suggest left-behind children are more friendly
to their peers and teachers, more helpful to others in need, more achievement-motivated,
more hard-working, more responsible for the people around them and for their school
work, more filial and respectful to their parents and other care-givers, and having fewer
tendencies to drop out of school.
There are numerous studies in China that suggest the separation from parents
actually has some positive effects on the left-behind children in their psychological,
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behavioral, and academic development. This is especially true when appropriate early
interventions are introduced. The interventions come from various directions: the
government, social agencies, family, schools, community, neighborhood, mass media,
social institutions and political organizations. The research done by Wang (2005) on how
to help reduce the differences between the left-behind children and the non-left-behindchildren's academic achievement and how to foster the left-behind children’s creativity
indicates that with equal treatment of the two groups, using effective strategies to
enhance academic achievement and to foster their creativity, the left-behind children
achieved higher scores. In math, the average score for the left-behind children was 93.5;
the non-left-behind children had an average score of 91. Similar scores in Chinese
language showed highest scores as well (94.1 vs. 93.9). One of the salient features of this
middle school is that the teachers treated the children equally, always encouraged the
children to learn and pursue new knowledge, respected and understood every single
child’s individual needs and wants, and helped the children set up clear and specific
goals, fostered creativity and curiosity, challenged the children with innovative questions,
and helped the children build their self-confidence. As a result, the children all believed
they could succeed.
Similar research conducted by Liu (2002) at Hongxing Middle School in Chiping
County, Shandong Province, supports the research findings that with sufficient
emotional, academic, personal, and humanitarian support, the left-behind children will
not necessarily become low academic achievers, nor will they become loners or losers in
school and social life. On the contrary, the research shows that the left-behind children in
this school are more independent, self-reliant, determined, helpful to others.
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compassionate, sympathetic, motivated, goal-oriented, cooperative and collaborative,
conscientious, responsible, mature, and reliable. The research finds that all these virtues
and moral standards are gained and developed due to the adverse human and ecological
environment, and due to the school’s and the teachers’ positive support and guidance.
Hongxing Middle School has a student population of 512, among whom 356
(almost 70%) are left-behind children. In order to help the left-behind children to succeed
in school, the Principal and the faculty in the school created a Mission Statement saying
that in this school each and every member has the potential, right and obligation to be
successful himself or herself, and to help others succeed as well. The school was just like
a family in which each member was responsible for their peers. The success of the school
was dependent on the success of each family member; no one was alone or separated
from others. The teachers believed in every student’s potential to achieve academic and
social success. They provided warmth, care, encouragement, love, and timely support to
the left-behind children to compensate for the diminished parental love and support from
the families. For example, the teachers had a list of all the children’s birthdays, their
home addresses, family information, and the health history of each child, as well as a list
of all their special talents such as arts, martial arts, sports, music, musical instruments,
social skills, handicraft, and leadership skills. Each child received a small birthday cake
and a card; whenever a child was sick, s/he would get sufficient care and medical
treatment; when a child was homesick, and the teacher would arrange phone
communication with the child’s parent. The warmth and care helped the children forget
their worries and loneliness. It also helped them to recognize their strength, power and
ability to achieve success, and to be outstanding.
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Due to the constructive intervention, all 356 left-behind children felt comfortable
at school and confident in their abilities to succeed academically and spiritually. In the
final exam, they achieved average scores of 92.4 in math and 91 in Chinese language, in
comparison with average scores of 93 in math and 90.6 in Chinese language for the nonleft-behind children. Among the 356 left-behind children, only 3% were assigned
detention throughout the semester, in comparison with 4.5% of the non-left-behind
children; 94% of the left-behind children took the oath and joined the Youth League,
which was an honor for the children.
In addition to the research studies about how the school’s positive intervention
can help left-behind children grow to develop academically and morally in a constructive
and positive direction, other research studies have been conducted on how other social
agencies and institutions might help the children become morally socialized in a prosocial direction. One three year longitudinal study, conducted by Yang and colleagues
(2004) indicates that the left-behind children situation is a social phenomenon that cannot
be treated separately from the social context. Human beings are first social beings who
find themselves in the social web as soon as they come to this world (Karl Marx 1881).
The social web can be the family, the community, the school, the travel or political
group, the audience in a theatre, and society. Because the left-behind children are faced
with a difficult situation, due to one or two parents’ migrating to cities for temporary
employment, the community and neighborhood may play the pivotal role in socializing
the children and helping them develop psychologically, behaviorally and educationally in
a positive way. Yang’s research in Fengtai District in Beijing, on the role of the
community and neighborhood in socializing left-behind children, supports the idea by
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indicating that left-behind children are not bom to be low achievers, trouble makers,
social deviants or norm breakers. On the contrary, they are labeled that way (Becker
1963). But with proper care, positive support, activities, volunteer work, social service,
leadership, clubs, giving them chances to show their talents to build confidence,
opportunities to show power, cooperation, achievement motivation, sense of
achievement, success, goal, selflessness, help, collectivism, helping orphanages and
senior people, as well as the sick people and the needy, poetry contest, art, music,
writing, sports, science exploration, tutoring, they can develop into high achievers as
other regular children.
In addition to the schools, the community and the neighborhood play a key role in
helping the left-behind children in a positive way. Human beings are not separate entities,
but are bom to be social beings. As soon as they are bom, the children are brought into a
web of social relations where every individual has voluntarily or involuntarily
connections with the people around him/her such as their parents, other family members,
peers, people in the neighborhood, then time with teachers and classmates. It is even
more the case with left-behind children because their parents are not present for them.
They have to rely more on other family members and the community for emotional and
personal support. Research studies have been done regarding the positive effects on the
psychological and emotional development of left-behind children through the
community’s purposeful positive intervention. One of the studies was conducted by Gu
(2005) who interviewed 135 left-behind children in Ba County, Hebei Province. The
research finds that the community plays an important role in helping left-behind children
adjust to the new human and ecological environment, grow academically and morally.
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In one village, Dazhang Village in Ba County, Hebei Province, a researcher
interviewed twenty three left-behind children aged between six and fourteen. Among the
twenty three children, nineteen felt happy and satisfied with their current lives even
though their parents were working far away from their homes and they had not spoken
with their parents for several months. They did not feel lonely, hopeless, helpless,
powerless or disappointed; they felt their lives were meaningful; their goals were clear
and focused. These left-behind children worked hard, made full use of their time, read
more, received high scores on the exams, became champions in the extra-curriculum
activities, and demonstrated their talents by means of music, singing, sports, arts, and
calligraphy. Their goals were to enter top universities and have a high salary job in their
future. Of the twenty three children, twenty one said that they would try to pass the
national exam and go to the best universities in China. Only 2 replied that they wanted to
go to the cities to make money as did their parents.
After careful research, Gu (2005) found that the left-behind children did not feel
negative effects caused by separation from their parents. On the contrary, they became
more mature, more independent, more responsible, more conscientious in doing their
work, and were highly motivated in their learning. They were more goal-oriented in their
life, more humanitarian, more filial to their parents, and more respectful to other adults.
One of the main factors that contributed to the healthy development of the children was
the community that created a supportive environment by organizing after school activities
such as drawing, calligraphy, singing and dancing classes. Chess and other organized
clubs such as poetry recitation, drama, Peking Opera, Tai Chi, sports, science exploration
were also opportunities provided for the children. The children all had a busy schedule
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after school. The activities provided them with opportunities to demonstrate their talents
in many fields. This enabled these children to strengthen important areas of their lives
such as self-confidence, self-esteem, courage, perseverance, determination, strong will,
vision for their future, a sense of responsibility, the spirit of cooperation and
collaboration. The community also sponsored a voluntary team of left-behind children to
help an orphanage, by feeding the orphans and playing with them. The left-behind
population provided assistance to senior citizens’ homes by cleaning the houses, cooking
for them, shopping for vegetables, and growing vegetables in the yard. By performing
those tasks, the children developed in themselves, a strong sense of love and passion for
the needy and for the disadvantaged. In addition, they became more responsible for
themselves and for their peers. This was reflected in their school effort and increased test
results. After 10 weeks of active community intervention, the average score in math for
the 135 left-behind children increased 5.4%, and increased 3.6% in Chinese language.
Not only could the schools and communities help the left-behind children in a
positive way, but the single parent and grandparents could also provide love and support
in helping the left-behind children develop in a healthy direction emotionally,
educationally and behaviorally. Not all the left-behind children became low academic
achievers, loners, losers, trouble makers, non-conformists and deviants.
According to Howard Becker (1963), some deviants are what they are because
they are labeled so. Many of the left-behind children are labeled as loners and losers just
because they are away from their parents. Chinese people assume that most of the
grandparents in rural China are illiterate. They also make assumptions that these
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grandparents do not possess the knowledge and skills to educate, socialize and moralize
their grandchildren.
However, numerous research studies show results opposite to the stereotypes. The
researchers find that inadequate resources for the left-behind children (lack of parental
love and care) did not lead to any negative effects in them; nor did the lack of resources
deprive the children of hopes and expectations in becoming successful. Fewer
opportunities did not cause moral degeneration; on the contrary, these children
transformed weakness into a powerful motivating force that pushed them forward and
encouraged higher goal setting. This coincides with the Chinese proverb “Poor families
produce filial sons”; “Chaotic and hard situation creates heroes”.
Wei’s (2005) research study supports this point. Wei did a longitudinal study of
179 left-behind children in Fan County, Henan Province, from 2002 to 2005. Among the
179 left-behind children, 134 stayed with their grandparents, twenty one stayed with one
parent (mothers), and the other twenty four stayed with the parents’ relatives and friends.
Of the 200 grandparents (some only had one grandparent), only eleven had five years of
elementary education, the other 189 never learned to read and write. However, the
grandparents loved their grandchildren whole-heartedly, always encouraged the children
to work hard, to be polite to adults and their peers, especially to be polite to their
teachers, to be helpful, kind, generous, selfless, obedient to authorities, to follow good
models, to learn from national heroes, to learn from Chinese history and remember the
past, to follow the Chinese tradition, to be filial to their parents and grandparents and to
love the country. When asked, How often did you hear from your grandfather, stories
about Chinese heroes and famous scholars?”, 121 of the left-behind children who lived
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with their grandparents replied, “Three times a week”, five replied “Twice a week”, four
replied “Never", the other four answered, “They often tell me bad examples and tell me
not to follow them." Of the 134 children who lived with the grandparents, 103 of them
answered the question, “Do your grandparents often ask you about your exam results in
school? with “Yes". Due to the care, love and support of the grandparents and other care
givers, the 179 left-behind children have made some progress in academic achievement
and in their moral development. 156 of these children joined the Youth League, twenty of
them joined the Pioneer Team, the average score in math increased 2.9% each year, and
3.0% in Chinese language.
Besides the research studies on the successful cases of helping the left-behind
children in adjusting to their new life environment in the family, schools and
communities, numerous other research studies have been conducted regarding what the
government, non-profit agencies and other social and political institutions can do and
have done in order to improve the quality of the life for left-behind children. One of the
in-depth research studies was done by Li (2004) who points out that the government can
do a lot of things to help the left-behind children. Her research shows that children
actually benefit, a great deal, from the improvement in government policies, especially in
the local government policies regarding education. The Education Department of
Jiaxiang County, Shandong Province which Li studied made some new policies
stipulating that; 1) no schools are allowed to collect “Jie du fei” (extra tuition fee for the
left-behind children); 2) all children, including the left-behind children, should be treated
equally, have the right to join Youth League, the Pioneer Team and other associations
and clubs; 3) the left-behind children will not be restricted from using any school
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facilities or from enjoying any school benefits; 4) “Hu Kou’’ will not be used as an excuse
to deprive the left-behind children of their right to become class leaders or student
representatives in the school’s policy making committee; 5) teachers and administrators
who discriminate against the left-behind children in any way will be demoted in salary
and in honor.
Because of this clear policy, the school teachers and administrators have
improved their attitudes towards the left-behind children. They waved the extra tuition so
that the children’s parents and other family members feel much less burdened, and are
more delighted to encourage their children to work hard and love the school. The children
feel the change more obviously since they are given more opportunities to participate in
all school activities and clubs which used to be closed to them. They no longer feel
inferior to their non-left-behind peers. They have more confidence in themselves, causing
higher self-esteem. They also take more responsibilities and ownership for their school.
School has become a second home, where they can learn and grow, sharing joys and
sorrows with other family members. Children enjoy opportunities to demonstrate their
talents, just like their peers, because they are no longer looked down upon by others. In
addition, they feel happy for their parents because the parents don’t have to pay extra
tuition any more. Those policies greatly eased the financial burdens and psychological
stress for both the parents and for the children. The children became more highly
motivated to learn and to get higher scores in their tests and exams. The changed policies
also changed the children’s mindset: from dissatisfaction with the society and the
government to satisfaction, from anger and disappointment to happiness and gratitude;
from hatred to love. Due to positive government intervention, 93% of the studied left-
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behind children in Jiaxiang County became the top 20% of students in academic
achievement and moral development.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This dissertation uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative research
methods: questionnaires, in-depth interviews, case studies, and field observation. The
research is guided by an empirical and humanistic point of view, and conducted through
sociological, anthropological and futuristic perspectives. The present research is an
exploratory study; the research findings not only have theoretical value, but also
implications for alleviating problems of left-behind children.

A. Selection of Research Topic
From the previous literature review, we see the left-behind children issue has
existed in China for a long time, yet it has become more noticeable in recent years. The
issue is no longer a problem that only involves families and children’s individual
behavior. Research findings indicate it is the responsibility of families, schools, the
government, organizations, and institutions to study, to analyze, and to work together to
solve this complex problem. Though there are many research studies on the left-behind
children issue, there are weaknesses with most of them. Deeper and more extensive
research studies are needed to determine the positive and negative effects on the leftbehind children and find solutions to the problem.
Inspiied by the above situation, I decided to initiate a comprehensive study of the
left-behind children from the level of community and chose the title “The Research Study
on the Influences on the Left-Behind Children Due to the Parents’ Migration to Cities for
Temporary Employment in Middle and Northern Rural China”. I focused my research on
the rural communities ot middle and Northern provinces. In the process of collecting
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data, I received abundant support and help from the local government, as well as
community organizations such as the village committees and schools.
In designing the research plans, I researched and studied a large volume of the
existing media reports and research literatures on the left-behind children issue. Based on
an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of existing research studies and considering
the practical needs of the research, I designed the research plans including research
questions, research hypothesis, research instruments, sampling, and research procedures.

B. Research Questions
a) What are the causes of the left-behind children phenomenon?
b) What are the negative influences on the left-behind children’s psychological,
behavioral and educational development due to separation from their parents?
c) What are the positive influences on the left-behind children?
d) What can the single parents, grandparents, other temporary care givers, and
schools do to help the left-behind children turn the traumatic experiences into
positive motivating forces for their psychological, behavioral and educational
development?
e) What are the implications for government policy makers on the left-behind
children?
f)

What are the daily life situations of the left-behind children and the non-leftbehind children and how do the care-givers or guardians take care of food,
clothing, pocket money, health, safety, and social interactions during the
separation from their parents?
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g) How is the school performance of the left-behind children affected by the
separation from parents?
h) How do the care-givers and guardians influence the children’s academic
achievement, learning attitudes towards learning?
i)

How do the guardians’ assistance, supervision, and communication with the
schools affect the achievement of the left-behind children during the separation
from their parents?

j) What are the emotional effects on the left-behind children’s educational and
psychological development?
k) What are the deviant behavior and psychological dislocations of some of the leftbehind children?

C. Research Hypothesis
There are differences between left-behind children and non-left-behind children,
and between the times before and after their parents travel to cities to work, in
satisfaction with food and clothing; in the amount of pocket money, academic
achievement, getting tutoring, paying tuition, getting treated for diseases, modes of
transportation for going to school, labor burdens, and emotional disturbance.

D. Definition of Terms
a) Children: the people who are less than eighteen years old (based on the definition
of the UN Convention on Children’s Rights)
b) Lett-behind children: the rural children who are left behind and are taken care of,
educated, raised, and managed by either one single parent, grandparents, or other

52

relatives due to both parents’ or single parent’s migrating to cities for temporary
or long term employment.
c) Non-left-behind children: children whose parents never or rarely migrate to cities,
and always live together with both parents.
d) Long term migrant workers: the people who work outside for at least four months
each year, they rarely live at home. Migrant workers are classified, according to
the distance from their homes, out-of-province workers, in-province workers, in¬
county workers (those who work within their own county) and in-district workers
(those who work within their own district).
e) They can also be classified into local peasant workers and urban peasant workers.
f)

Workers can be classified according to the length of time working: long term
peasant workers and short term peasant workers and seasonal peasant workers.

g) Workers can be classified according to the age group of the peasant workers; they
can be classified into adolescent peasant workers, young peasant workers, mid¬
year and old peasant workers.
h) Rural community: refers to the administrative village in the countryside.

E. Selection of Settings for Surveying
The selection of the settings includes provinces, counties, and villages. When
selecting the provinces, I selected the four provinces: Shandong, Henan, Hebei and
Shanxi. As for the selection of the counties, I selected ten counties considering the travel
distances, budgetary constraints, and time. In selecting the villages for investigation, I
chose villages in which more peasants were working, there were more children left
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behind, and there was a larger population within the villages. I selected one village from
each county for my study (See Table 2)
Table 2: Distribution of the Communities for Study
Number
1

Provinces
Shandong

Counties
Dong E

2

Shandong

Chi Ping

3

Shandong

Gao Tang

4

Henan

Tai Qian

5

Henan

Xin Yang

6

Hebei

Ba Xian

7
8
9
10

Hebei
Hebei
Shanxi
Shanxi

Lin Xi
Yi Xian
Da Tong
Yu Ci

Villages
Luo Xin
Village
Zhang Lou
Village
Liu Li Si
Village
Xi Wang
Village
Xing Fu
Village
Da Wang
Village
Li Miao Village
Liu Ji Village
Wang Village
San Mu Di
Village

F. Selection of Research Samples and the Studying Objects
In this study, I selected from each village, ten to twenty left-behind children, nonleft-behind children, and the relevant guardians for the left-behind children aged five to
fifteen for investigation; four left-behind children aged less than five years old, two leftbehind children aged above sixteen years old, and four guardians for these left-behind
children. I also interviewed three teachers to study the left-behind children’s academic
performance and social behavior at schools. One village store vendor, one village doctor,
ten villagers or village leaders were interviewed to find how they viewed the left-behind
children.

54

The selection process for teachers, village doctors, village store vendors, and
leaders, was relatively easy, because most villages have only one of each of these
professionals within their village and community members all aware of whom these
people are. It was more difficult selecting the left-behind and non-left-behind children for
the following reasons: legitimately, all the children aged zero to eighteen needs to be
included for the investigation, however, the children less than five were not mature
enough to answer survey questions. Secondly, most of the children aged sixteen or above
traveled to school outside the village. Finally, there were many disabled children in the
rural community, making the investigation more complex.
Based on the aforementioned reasons, the current study focused on the children
aged six to fifteen. At the same time, the left-behind children above fifteen years of age
were not neglected. Some questions have also been designed for them specifically, and
the disabled left-behind children have not been included for investigation.

G. Analysis Unit and Sampling Method
The main purpose of the study is to explore the social influences on the leftbehind children in rural middle and northern China, due to the peasants’ migration into
the cities for temporary or long term employment. The study units are limited to leftbehind children, non-left-behind children, guardians, and those who are familiar with the
left-behind children’s situations.
The Sampling Method: The list of all the left-behind children and non-left-behind
children in the community was used as a sampling frame. The left-behind children were
chosen randomly from the list with the restriction that only one child was chosen from a
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family. The selected children’s guardians were included on a list and randomly chosen to
be interviewed. The non-left-behind children’s guardians were selected subjectively.

H. Data Collection and Analysis
The current study mainly used such sociological research tools as database
searches, questionnaire surveys, case study, in-depth interviews, and group visits and
talks, key informant interviews, wealth ranking, daily routine, and role play to collect
data for this research.
a) A data search was conducted before the research study began and was used for
selecting the research topic.
b) Questionnaires were administered in the process of field investigation, and used to
collect data about the behaviors and subjective attitudes of the left-behind and nonleft-behind children, in their daily lives. The design of the questionnaire questions
was completed before the formal surveys.
c) Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data about the perspectives and
viewpoints of the guardians, school teachers, village leaders, and county officials
towards the left-behind children issue.
d) Case studies were used for a deeper understanding of the left-behind children who
demonstrated deviant behavior and deformed personality.
e) Focus groups were used to organize the left-behind children’s guardians and the
left-behind children themselves for a discussion about parents’ migrating to cities for
temporary or long term employment.
f)

Key informant interviews were used to collect data about the situations of the

counties, the villages, and the peasant families.
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g)

Wealth ranking was used to deeply understand the peasants’ economic status and

the types of income. It was beneficial to the understanding of the children’s growing
environment.
h)

A survey was conducted to understand the daily routines of the children’s lives

more clearly.
i)

Role play was conducted before the end of the investigation; a party was given

with the left-behind children. The left-behind children played different roles to illustrate
the rural left-behind children’s life, learning and their inner thoughts, and the influences
on them, due to their parents’ working in the cities.
After the actual field investigation and field study, I used such statistics tools as
Excel, SPSS, and the conventional qualitative data analysis methods to organize and
analyze the data from the field investigation data as well as field observation notes.

I. Research Plan
My research plan is illustrated as follows:
Table 3: Research Activities
Number

Research data

1

County profile

2

Village profile

Village
leaders

3

Household
profile
Questionnaires

Villagers

4

Objectives
for Study
County
offices

Sampling
Modes

Left-behind
children

Continued on next page
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Random
meeting
General
surveying

Studying
Methods
Semistructured
interview
Semistructured
interview
Small group
interview
Questionnaires

Number of
Samples
1

1

3-6
All leftbehind
children in
the village

Continued from previous page
5

Questionnaires

Non-leftbehind
children

General
surveying

Questionnaires

6

Interviewing
guardians

Guardians

Semistructured
interview

7

Interviewing
teachers

Teachers

Survey all
left-behind
children
aged 6-18,
survey
guardians
Left-behind
children’s
teachers

8

Left-behind
children cases;
left-behind
children’s
guardians
cases
Investigating
records of
special cases

Case
studies

Problematic
left-behind
children

Emphasizing
process and
description of
stories, and
causal analysis

Village
doctors,
store
vendors

Judged from
knowing
community
situation

Nonstructured
interview

10

Semistructured
interview

All nonleft-behind
children in
the village
4 leftbehind
children’s
guardians

1 middle
school
homeroom
teacher, 1
elementary
school
homeroom
teacher
4 leftbehind
children, 4
guardians, 2
homeroom
teachers
Decide
according
to different
situations

The research includes three stages:
a) Pre-preparation Stage. Existing literature was surveyed, which included the books
and articles about this issue, as well as the reports from newspapers, television,
and the internet. On the basis of this research goal, research questions were
designed and the questionnaire questions were prepared, and an outline was
prepared for the key informant interview, small group interview, and family
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interviews of the left-behind children, non-left-behind children, guardians, school
teachers, and village leaders.
b) Field Research Stage. This stage mainly includes the following processes:
i.

Selection of the community. Ten villages were selected from the ten
counties, before collecting data about the county profile. Villages were
selected where there were more peasant workers, more left-behind
children, and dense population exists.

ii.

Entering the communities: After selecting the research locations, I
came to the elected villages. First the village leaders were identified
and intentions and plans for the research were discussed with them.

iii.

Familiarizing myself with the communities: After temporary moving
into the villages, village leaders were questioned about the dynamics
of the villages and household profile. This discussion provided a
general and comprehensive understanding of the background of the
community and the family situations of the left-behind children.

iv.

Selecting Subjects: Based on the detailed data of the village profile, a
random sampling of all the left-behind and non-left-behind children
was administered. The list of the children and their guardians for the
study was determined from the sampling.

v.

Internal village interviews and questionnaire surveys: After all
preparations were completed, a visit to the household provided
opportunity to conduct questionnaire surveys and interview the
guardians. Additional information was obtained with visit to village
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doctors and village vendor store owners. Group interviews with the
children’s guardians provided more helpful information,
vi.

Interviews and questionnaire surveys at schools: According to the
original plan, one day was spent visiting and interviewing the school
teachers in the elementary and middle schools that the children
attended. At this time, questionnaire surveys of the boarding leftbehind and non-left-behind children were conducted,

c) Data Organization and Analysis Stage
After the field research, the data was systematically coded. A variety of computer
software and tools to categorize, analyze and summarize was used on all the collected
data and transcripts from subjects in the study.

J. Special Features of the Current Research
The major purpose of the study is to examine the left-behind children’s actual life
and emotional world, and to find the influences, due to parent migration into cities for
temporary or long term employment. The current research is mainly concerned with the
setting, attitudes, and behaviors of the left-behind children, their parents, guardians and
the communities.
The most salient feature of this research is that it was based on the entire rural
community as a unit. The research included detailed observation and in depth interviews
with the left-behind and non-left-behind children within the community. The study used
questionnaire surveys to provide a detailed investigation of their current situation, but
also used in-depth, semi-structured and group interviews with the left-behind children,
non-left-behind children, school teachers, village leaders, neighbors and other related
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people, in order to indirectly observe and understand the left-behind children’s lives,
learning and psychological situation.
The research method takes rural communities as setting to provide the researcher
an understanding of the left-behind children’s internal and external world. Different
perspectives are analyzed, including the environment, the families, the schools, and the
communities where the children reside. At the same time, this research method makes a
clear distinction between peasants’ migration to cities and the other factors that influence
the left-behind children’s social and emotional world. More specific and constructive
solutions may be suggested to attract more attention and to raise the awareness of experts,
scholars and policy makers towards the left-behind children. With this additional
awareness, the government may modify and improve their policies and take proactive
actions towards the left-behind children.
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CHAPTER IV
INTRODUCTION OF SURVEYS
In the field research of the ten villages, 161 questionnaires were administered to
the left-behind children, and 111 non-left-behind children. The age and gender of the leftbehind and non-left-behind children are found in Table 4. This table shows that the actual
samples include left-behind and non-left-behind children.
Table 4: Distribution of Left-behind and Non-left-behind Children’s Age & Gender
Age
Number of Left-behind children

6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
Sum

Number of Non-left-behind Children

Males

Females

Males

Females

2
5
8
4
4
7
12
11
7
9
7
2
0
78

1
4
3
7
5
16
13
9
15
9
1
0
0
83

0
2
1
2
5
8
8
4
11
10
5
1
2
59

0
3
3
4
5
6
4
7
5
10
3
2
0
52

The data were obtained in the ten villages using questionnaires.
In addition to conducting questionnaire surveys from the left-behind children, the
researcher also entered the rural homes, schools and the communities to have in-depth
interviews with 150 left-behind children s guardians, fifty non-left-behind children’s
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guardians, twenty five homeroom teachers and other teachers, ten village store vendors,
ten village doctors, which provided me with a large amount of qualitative data.
An in-depth individual case investigation and small group interviews of the
village leaders were conducted. Some left-behind children’s guardians and other keyinformants from the ten villages provide first hand village profiles, rural household
profiles, typical cases ot the left-behind children. These data are the foundations for
understanding the whole picture of the rural community, including geological resources,
economic, cultural, educational, ethnographical, and ecological and labor force profile,
including the left-behind children’s profile.
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CHAPTER V
RESEARCH RESULTS
The research results will focus on the following: the migration of the peasants of
the rural communities; the profile of the left-behind children; the communication of the
migrating parents with their left-behind children; the types of the left-behind children’s
guardians and how they take care of the left-behind children; how the schools and
communities care about the left-behind children; and the left-behind children’s lives,
communication, interactions with their peers, their learning and psychological conditions.
Based on the above data, emphasis was placed on the analysis of the left-behind
children’s actual life and emotional world. In addition, emphasis was also placed on the
comparative studies: having comparison between the left-behind children’s and the nonleft-behind children’s daily life, interactions, learning and psychology; having
comparative studies between the life and the emotional world before the left-behind
children’s parents migrated to cities and after the parents left the children behind, to find
the changes. The study examined the children’s environment outside the families (e.g.
schools and communities). Hopefully, these analyses will finally reveal what kinds of
influences the parents have brought on the children by migrating to cities for temporary
or long term employment.

A. Basic Situation of the Left-Behind Children
Lett-behind children are the by-products of the rural surplus labor force migrating
to urban areas. The number of the left-behind children in the countryside is positively
proportional to the number of the rural migrant workers. China s rural migrant workers
are widely distributed and the number of migrant workers is growing annually. Chinese
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authorities estimate that twenty two million youngsters in China have been left behind at
home, while their parents migrate to cities to find work. The numbers of the so-called
“liushou ertong” or “left-behind children”, are growing steadily in China’s vast rural
areas (Chao, 2007) (Chao, Loretta, “Children are left behind in China,” The Wall St.
Journal, Wednesday, Jan. 24, 2007) In addition to such a large labor force output
provinces as Sichuan, Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi, Guangxi, Henan, motivated by the
booming economy and the strategic development of the West, the surplus labor force of
the middle and Northern provinces have also chosen to migrate to cities to seek
employment opportunities. That is to say, in middle and Northern China, there also exist
a large number of children who have been left behind in the rural areas when their parents
migrated to cities to find work.
The research results give full support to this point. The data show that among the
236 peasant families from the ten rural communities, fifty four families have members
who work outside for more than four months annually, i.e. 22.9% families have migrant
workers. These rural communities also have short term migrant workers (who work less
than four months) or those who leave for work in the morning and return home at night.
Thus, we can come to the conclusion, in these communities migration is very popular and
there is a large proportion of the population working in the cities long term, as well as
those who are short-term migrant workers.
Seen from the number of the left-behind children, in the communities
investigated, thirty four families have left-behind children, i.e. 14.3%; 62.4% families
have long term migrant workers. Among them, the left-behind children families in two
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communities have 100% long term migrant workers, which explain that the left-behind
children phenomenon is very popular in the areas that are investigated. (See Table 5)
Some of the migrant workers are school dropouts who have to come to the cities
because it is impossible for them to be admitted to colleges, others are adults whose
children have become adults, but most of the migrant workers are those who are in their
thirties or forties and have their own children. Parents cannot take care of their children
or educate them in the villages, and they cannot afford to bring their children to the cities
because the urban schools charge higher tuition. The only choice is to leave the children
with their single mothers, or ask other relatives to raise the children. That is why the leftbehind children phenomenon is so wide spread in China.

B. Basic situation about parents’ migrating out
In investigating the situation of why parents migrate to cities for temporary or
long-term employment, the main focus is on location, where they work, the nature of
their work, the length of time they work outside annually, the frequency of returning
home, and the length of time they stay at home.
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Table 5: Distribution of Long Term Migrant Workers’ Household & Left-Behind
Children Household
Names of Communities

Luoxin Village, Dong
E County, Shandong
Province
Liulisi Village, Gao
Tang County,
Shandong Province
Zhanglou Village, Chi
Ping County, Shandong
Province
Xiwang Village, Tai
Qian County, Henan
Province
Xingfu Village,
Xinyang County,
Henan Province
Dawang Village, Ba
County, Hebei
Province
Limiao Village, Linxi
County, Hebei
Province
Liuji Village, Yi
County, Hebei
Province
Wang Village, Da
Tong County, Shanxi
Province
Sanmudi Village, Yu
Ci County, Shanxi
Province
Total

Number
of
Household

Long¬
term
migrant
workers

Percentage

9

3

24

Percentage
(%) (Leftbehind
children/Lon
g term
migrant
workers)

33

Leftbehind
children
household
among
the long¬
term
migrant
workers
household
2

3

12.5

1

33.3

30

10

33.3

7

70

37

4

10.8

4

100

35

4

11.4

2

50

10

6

60

5

83.3

45

10

22

2

20

22

5

22.6

3

60

14

4

28.2

4

100

10

5

50

4

80

236

54

22.9

34

62.4

67

(%)

66.6

1. Reasons for parents’ Migrating to Find Work
As stated above, the rural migrant workers can be classified into three categories:
young adolescents, young and old adults, young people who have families and children.
Adolescents go outside the village to work to broaden their vision, improve their ability
to adjust to the society; and to make more money to support the families. The major
purpose of the young and older adults, whose children have become adults, is to earn
money to meet the family needs. The young people who have families and children have
the dual responsibilities of supporting the families and educating the children. The
following are analyses of the reasons of the left-behind children’s parents’ migrating to
find work.
In the research process, the researcher classified the entire rural household
according to annual family income as a classifying criterion. These families are classified
into four classes: relatively wealthy families, average income families, relatively poor
families, and poor families. The data shows that among the 161 left-behind children’s
households only 24 (14.9%) are from the relatively wealthy households; 137 households
are from relatively poor households, i.e. 85.1%, of which 8.1% belong to the poor
households (See Table 6).
Table 6: Distribution of Wealthy & Poor Families
Wealthy &
Poor
Classification
Poor
Relatively Poor
Averaged
Relatively
Wealthy
Total

Number of
Household

Percentage (%)

13
56
68
24

8.1
34.8
42.2
14.9

161

100.0
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2. Who Works Outside of the Household & Where
Among the 161 left-behind children’s families, 132 fathers migrated alone, i.e.
82.0%; there are twenty-five (15.5%) households in which both parents migrate to the
cities; only four households (2.5%) in which mothers alone migrate for employment in
the city. (Table 7)

Table 7: Who Works Outside of the Households
Migrant Workers
Fathers
Mothers
Both parents
Total

Number
132
4
25
161

Percentage (%)
82.0
2.5
15.5
100.0

The figure gives a clear answer to the question “Who works outside?” In most of
the left-behind children’s families, fathers migrate and mothers take care of their
families; there are only few families where both parents or mothers alone travel to the
city. The reasons for this phenomenon are as follows: most women in rural China are not
well educated; there still exists sexual discrimination against women in China’s
employment system; and women in rural China accept the traditionally ascribed gender
roles. Even in the families where both husbands and wives migrate for work, in most
cases, husbands travel first, settle down and make enough money then their wives follow
them. There are many obstacles that prevent the wives from going out working alone:
lack of safety is the first obstacle; the second factor is that the rural people’s traditional
values regard this as “deviant behavior” or “neglecting their families”, which will not
only deface their husbands, but also bring shame, suspicion, and malicious comments
from other people.
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After analyzing the question “Who works outside?” in the left-behind children’s
families, the distribution of locations or where the left-behind children’s parents work
needs to be examined. The research results show there are more people working in other
provinces and other cities, while there are fewer people working in neighboring cities or
provinces. Among the 161 migrants who are investigated, thirty one (34.8%) of the
parents work in the cities of other provinces; there are fifty (31.1%) of the parents are
working in other cities of their own provinces; there are thirty one people or 19.3%
working in the counties that are closer to their homes; there are eleven or 8.1% working
in other places or eight (6.8%) who work in places unknown to the researcher. (Table 8).

Table 8: Parents’ Places of Work
Locations of Work
Own county municipality
Other cities of own
province
Outside own province
Other places
Unknown places
Total

Number of People
31
50

Percentage (%)
19.3
311.1

56
13
11
161

34.8
8.1
6.8
100.0

The above data indicate that a little more than half of the people are working
within their counties or in other cities of their own province. They are mainly seasonal
migrant workers who come back home only in busy seasons such as planting and harvest
seasons and the Chinese New Year. The other almost half of the migrant workers work
outside their own provinces. They belong to the long term migrant workers who rarely
come back home unless there are some emergencies.
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The surveying results from Da Wang Village, Ba County, Hebei Province
indicates that most of the left-behind children’s parents work in Beijing or the suburban
counties of Beijing; only few people work in Shandong Province, or in such cities as
Cangzhou and Tianjin; the data from Sanmudi Village, Yu Ci County, Shanxi Province
shows that the left-behind children’s parents’ places of work are mainly distributed in
Hebei, Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Shandong which are far away from their homes.

3. Left-Behind Children’s Understanding of the Nature of Their Parents’ Work
Due to reduced opportunities that prevent advanced educational levels and
increased knowledge, the peasants living under the status of agricultural Hukou find
minimal employment opportunities that allow them a high standard of living. Therefore,
office work or other white collar work is generally not an option. Thus they can only find
menial, mechanical, low salary jobs that the urban population is reluctant to do. This
section examines how much the left-behind children understand the nature of their
parents’ employment in the city, with the purpose of learning about the parent-child
interactive communication.
One question within the questionnaire, “Do you know what your parents do
outside?”, indicates that 96 (59.6%) of left-behind children know the nature of their
parents’ work; the other 65 (40.4%) left-behind children know nothing about the nature
of their parents’ work (Table 9).

Table 9: If Knowing What their Parents Do Outside
Know or Not
Know
Do Not Know
Total

Number of Children
96
65
161
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Percentage (%)
59.6
40.4
100.0

In addition, the data from all the rural communities show that in some
communities, there is a large proportion of left-behind children who do not know what
their parents do for employment when they leave the rural area for periods of time. For
example, among the seventeen left-behind children who were interviewed, only seven
(41.2%) know the nature of their parents’ work, while the other 58.8% left-behind
children know nothing about what their parents do for employment. One child said,
“Whenever I asked my Dad about what he does outside, he’ll get mad, so I am really
worried about dad’s safety.”
Results of the research reveal that there is little communication between the leftbehind children and their parents; many of them know nothing about their parents’ work
or life outside. One of the reasons, for this situation, is that the children are too young;
another reason is that the parents mobilize frequently. However, the main reasons are that
many of the parents feel reluctant to tell their children what they do in the city, because it
is neither safe nor decent; they do not want their children to be worried about them. They
also hope to maintain a lofty image in their children’s minds.

4. Length of Time Parents Work Outside and Frequency of their Coming Home
The survey data indicate that in the rural household, the largest part of the
household income comes from fathers working in urban areas. In order to make money to
support their family, some peasants migrate to cities to find work as soon as they marry;
others go when they are singles. After accumulating a certain amount of money, they will
come back home to get married, then take their newly married wives with them to the
cities where they work, or in other cases, go back to work alone leaving their new wives
at home taking care of their extended families. Many parents leave their children behind
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in the countryside due to the necessity of making a living for their family, thus many leftbehind children are separated from their parents from a very early age. Many of them
have grown accustomed to this kind of life style and have never thought of the situation:
what would it look like if their parents did not work in the city.
The study also shows that in all the communities under study, most parents of the
left-behind children leave home when their children are very young; some fathers leave
before their children are bom. The research results in the sub-communities are the same.
The study results from Xi Wang Village, Tai Qian County, Henan Province
indicate that 18.2% of the left-behind children’s parents left home to work before the
children were bom; another 18.2% of the left-behind children said their parents left home
when they were one to three years old; 27.2% of the left-behind children’s parents left
homes when the children were four to twelve years old; however, 36.4% of the leftbehind children are not even clear when their parents began working away from the
home.
The study results from Liu Ji Village, Yi County, Hebei Province show that
almost 50% of the left-behind children under study said that their parents left home when
they were three to six years of age; 27.3% of the left-behind children said that their
parents left the home to work, before the children were bom.
The cost of the migrant workers’ returning home for a visit is very high; this is
especially the case for those who work in other provinces. Unless there are emergencies
or most important festivals such as the Chinese New Year, they rarely come back home;
there are very few migrant workers who go back and forth between homes and their
worksites.
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The study shows that only twenty five (15.6%) migrant workers under
investigation return home once, in less than a one month period of time; forty nine
(30.6%) of the migrant workers under study come back home once every one to three
months; forty one (25.6%) of them come back home once every four to six months; and
the other forty five (28.1%) come home only once every six months, 3.1% of the migrant
workers return once every year. (Table 10)

Table 10: Frequency of Migrant Workers’ Coming Back Home
Frequency
Within 1 month
1 -3 months
4-6 months
7-9 months
10-12 months
Over 1 year
Total
Absence
Total

Number of People
25
49
41
19
21
5
160
1
161

Percentage (%)
15.5
30.4
25.5
11.8
13.0
3.1
99.4
0.6
100.0

Analysis shows that the left-behind children’s parents, who return home once,
every three months, work in their own provinces; the cost in time and money is not very
high. The migrant workers who work in other provinces come back home much less
frequently.
The study also shows that the length of stay of left-behind children’s parents is
predictable: the length ol time for their stay during planting season and harvesting season
is much longer; the length of time spent at home due to emergency situations is relatively
short. Those who work long-term in distant locations return home less frequently and stay
at home longer; those who work short term in closer locations, return home more
frequently, but stay at home lor a short period ol time. Under normal circumstances, the
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former may stay at home for approximately two months, while the latter for only one to
three days.

C. Connection and Communication between Migrant Parents and Their LeftBehind Children
For more than half of the year, migrant parents are separated from their leftbehind children by time and space. They live in two different worlds. The parents cannot
have direct interactions with their left-behind children, the only way for them to maintain
the mutual love and care is through indirect modes. The current study mainly examines
what indirect methods the left-behind children and their migrant parents use to
communicate with one another. The frequency of visits home,, the length of time for each
contact and the content of the communication are also examined within this study. The
examination of the above content will be helpful in discovering from a deeper level, what
the left-behind children desperately need is the amount of love and care, especially from
the father during these absences.

1. Modes of Communication between Migrant Parents and Their Left-Behind
Children
As science and technology have continued to develop, the left-behind children’s
modes of communication, with their parents, have experienced change and development:
from zero communication to letter writing; from telephone calls and cell phone to email.
Data, from the ten communities indicates that the telephone is the major mode of
communication between the left-behind children and their migrant parents. Of the 161
left-behind children, 142 said that they communicate with their parents by making phone
calls, 88.2%; only five (3%) left-behind children communicate with their parents through
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mails, e-mails or visiting them; in the meantime, 8.7% of them have never communicated
with their parents. (Table 11)

Table 11: Modes of Communicate with Migrant Parents

Mode of Communication
Writing letters
Making phone calls
E-mails
Visiting
No contact
Total

Number of People
2
142
1
2
14
161

Percentage
1.2
88.2
0.6
1.2
8.7
100.0

Of course, compared with making calls, writing letters or sending emails is a
much more economical mode of communication, however, few of the migrant parents
can share their accurate addresses or any contact information with their family members
because most of the migrant workers do not have skills to do so. The fashionable mode of
communication, of the internet, is far beyond their access. By contrast, making phone
calls is not constrained by time, space or any other factors. That may explain why most of
the left-behind children’s families choose the telephone as a major mode of
communication. However, further investigation of the left-behind children and their
guardians indicate that the telephone is the major mode of communication, yet it is not a
frequent means of communication between the left-behind children and their migrant
parents.
Among the 161 left-behind children under study (missing value:2), there are 122
families (76.7%) where parents voluntarily called home; by contrast, only 20.8% leftbehind children or guardians called migrant parents; the left-behind children made fifteen
percent of the phone calls (Table 12).
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Table 12: Who Takes Initiative in Making Phone Calls

Migrant parents
Left-behind children
Guardians
Other people
Total
Missing value
Total

Number of People
122
24
9
4
159
2
161

Percentage (%)
75.8
14.9
5.6
2.5
98.8
1.2
100.0

The reason for this situation is that most cases involving migrant workers do not
have access to telephones, or they are limited by working and the cost of making phone
calls. They have to choose a convenient time and location to call their homes. In many
cases, the convenient time for the parents is the time when the children are at school or
sleeping, so many phone calls are not received by the left-behind children. That is to say,
even if the migrant parents often communicate with their left-behind homes by phone, the
communication usually happens between the father and mother, rather than with children.
Therefore, this type of communication does not provide the left-behind children with
opportunities to talk with their parents. An effective mode of communication between
parents and their children does not seem easily available.

2. Frequency of Contact between Left-Behind Children and Their Migrant Parents
The frequency of contact refers to how often the migrant parent calls their
children. Since making phone calls is the most commonly used mode of communication
between left-behind children and their migrant parents, the frequency of calling also
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influences the amount of affective communication and emotional contact, between the
parents and their left-behind children.
The study shows that the left-behind children have a lower frequency of making
phone calls to their migrant parents. Among the 161 left-behind children, under study in
the communities (missing value is 2), only 26.4% of the children call their migrant
parents once a week, but most other left-behind children (64.8%) call their migrant
parents once every two weeks, ten percent never call their parents (Table 13)
Table 13: Frequency of Phone Calls between Left-Behind Children and their
Parents
Frequency of
Contact
(Times/Day)
No contact
1-7 days
8-15 days
16-30 days
1 -3 months
3-6 months and
above
Total
Missing value
Total

Number of People

Percentage (%)

Effective Percentage
(%)

14
42
28
26
29
20

8.7
26.1
17.4
16.1
18.0
12.4

8.8
26.4
17.6
16.4
18.2
12.6

159
2
161

98.8
1.2
100.0

100.0

The reasons for less contact or no contact at all vary, but there are two main
factors that adversely affect their phone communication: the rural families regard it
extremely important to reduce phone expenses; some children’s homes have no access to
telephones or cell phones. To find out how many households possess phones or cell
phones, further study of access to phones was conducted. The findings show that 49.5%
of the left-behind children s households possess phones or cell phones; among the ten
communities under study, there is one community in which only 25% of the left-behind
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children possess a phone (Table 14). The left-behind children’s families who do not
possess any communication tools contact the migrant family members by using their
neighbors’ telephones. In most cases, only the guardians go to the neighbors’ houses to
receive phone calls, while the children rarely have any opportunities to talk to their
migrant parents.
Table 14: Possession Rate of Cell Phones in Left-Behind Children’s Households
Names of Community

Luoxin Village, Dong E
County, Shandong
Zhanglou Village, Chiping,
Shandong
Liulisi Village, Gao Tang
County, Shandong
Xiwang Village, Tai Qian
County, Henan
Xingfu Village, Xin Yang
County, Henan
Dawang Village, Ba
County, Hebei
Limiao Village, Lin Xi
County, Hebei
Liuji Village, Yi County,
Hebei
Wang Village, Da Tong
County, Shanxi
Sanmudi Village, Yu Ci
County, Shanxi
Total

Left-behind
Children’s
Households
9

Left-behind Children’s
Households Possessing
Communication Tools
5

Percentage (%)

20

5

25.0

30

15

50.0

25

12

48.0

35

17

48.5

10

5

50.0

40

20

50.0

20

10

50.0

10

5

50.0

10

5

50.0

200

99

49.5

55.6

3. Length of Phone Calls between Left-behind Children and their Migrant Parents
The length of telephone calls between the left-behind children and their migrant
parents will directly influence the quantity and quality of their communication content.
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For rural families (especially the poor rural families), it is very difficult for them to afford
the luxury of the telephone calls, while earning a minimum income and trying to increase
their standard of living. It is imperative for these families to reduce the length of their
calls, realizing it is important to stay in contact with loved ones, but only briefly, in order
to save money.
The research within the ten communities finds that most of the left-behind
children talk to their migrant parents for a short period of time. More than half (53.3%)
left-behind children have a phone conversation with their parents for less than three
minutes; only 23.2% of the left-behind children speak to their parents on the telephone
for more than five minutes; among them only 1.3% talk for more than 30 minutes. (Table
15)
Table 15: Length of Time for Phone Conversation between Left-behind Children
and Parents
Length of Time for
Phone Conversation
Less than 1 minute
1-3 minutes
4-5 minutes
6-10 minutes
11-30 minutes
More than 30
minutes
Total
Missing value
Total

Number of Children

Percentage (%)

Effective Percentage

27
56
36
20
14
2

16.8
34.8
22.4
12.4
8.7
1.2

(%)
17.4
36.1
23.2
12.9
9.0
1.3

155
6
161

963
3.7
100.0

100.0

In addition, the same is true tor the studies at various sub-communities. The study
of Liulisi Village, Gao Tang County, Shandong Province has similar results: 69.0% of the
left-behind children talk to their migrant parents on the phone for less than five minutes.
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among them, 13% speak for less than one minute; only 6% of the children talk with their
parents for more than 30 minutes.
The left-behind children at Limiao Village, Lin Xi County, Hebei Province do not
communicate with their parents by mail because none of the left-behind children in this
village know the mailing address of their parents. Therefore, the telephone has become
the major medium through which the migrant parents communicate with their left-behind
children. In most cases, parents take initiatives to call home, and call home once every
half month or every month. The length of time for the phone conversation between
parents and children, in most cases, is one to five minutes.
In the interview, many left-behind children said they were eager to talk with their
parents for a longer period of time, but in order to save telephone expenses, their
conversation had to be brief. One girl said, “Sometimes, I miss my parents so much that I
call them secretly, when the guardians do not notice.” One of the girls said, “I don’t talk
much about my school because the phone costs too much; it costs a lot of money each
minute, so I don’t like to say a lot of things on the phone...”
The above situation shows that even though the left-behind children have
opportunities to speak with their migrant parents, the conversation is hurried. Both
parents and children are aware of the cost of phone conversation, so they try their best to
condense their phone conversation content. Therefore, the communication between
parents and left-behind children is superficial; it is very difficult to communicate in depth
and to share each other’s lives.
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4. Content of Conversation between Migrant Parents and Left-Behind Children
In this study, the content of the telephone conversation between migrant parents
and their left-behind children is given special emphasis. What the migrant parents taught
and implanted to the left-behind children will directly influence the left-behind children’s
daily behavior and psychological activities; and through what the left-behind children
said to their parents, we can see through the hidden comer of the children’s inner world.
The data show that when the parents speak with their left-behind children, the
conversation content is primarily regarding the children’s learning, school performance,
academic achievement, their safety, and their behavior toward their guardians. The
children ask about their parents’ health conditions and report to their parents about their
academic achievement at school. (Table 16, Table 17) Limited by the shortened length of
the phone conversation, the content largely focuses on simple questions; it rarely includes
affective interactions between the parents and their children.
Table 16: Migrant Parents’ Talk with their Left-Behind Children
Learning

Health,
Food

Safety

70

25

42

Number
of
people

Obedient
to
Guardians
36

Obedient
to
Teachers
26

Daily
Life

Others

11

8

Table 17: Left-Behind Children’s Talk with their Parents

Number of
People

Learning

Shopping

26

14

82

Pay attention
to health
55

Others

Say nothing

15

5

An analysis of the data from Xingfu Village, Xin Yang County, Henan Province
shows the primary focus of content in conversation, between the migrant parents and the
left-behind children, regards the children’s study habits, safety precautions, and
guidelines for obedience to the guardians and the teachers. Parents also stress health and
diet concerns with their children. Children are concerned about their parents’ health, their
life and subsistence; their living conditions and their work are also a concern. School
performance and their daily lives are also shared by the children.
The above analyses reveal that modem communication tools such as the
telephone and cell phone have bridged the communication gap between left-behind
children and their parents. Unfortunately, various environmental and economic factors
limit communication between left-behind children and their parents. The shortened, less
frequent phone calls cannot compensate for the loss of care and love towards the leftbehind children, caused by the parents’ migration to the cities.

D. Types of Supervision and Guardians for Left-Behind Children
In choosing to work in urban areas, parents have to entrust their children to the
other parent or other relatives for care, because they have no means to bring their children
to their work place. Those who are asked to take care of the children’s daily lives are
called left-behind children’s guardians. The guardians for the children not only influence
the quality of the care, but also exert significant impact on the children’s behavior,
education, and psychology.
The study divided the guardian types into four categories in the rural
communities: grandparental, single parental (father or mother), relative, same
generational (brothers or sisters), or self supervision. Single parental supervision occurred
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in almost eighty percent of the total 161 left-behind children. In almost seventeen percent
of the cases (16.9%), grandparents provided supervision. In two cases, relatives provided
assistance, and in four cases older brothers and sisters were guardians. (Table 18).

84

Table 18: Supervision Types for Left-behind Children
Guardians
Fathers
Mothers
Grandparents
Relatives
Older brothers/older
sisters/selves
Self supervision
Missing value
Total

Number of People
4
118
26
2
4

Percentage (%)
2.5
73.3
15.8
1.2
2.5

154
7
161

95.7
4.3
100.0

1. Single Parental Supervision
Single parents take care of the children when either father or mother travels to
work. This type of supervision is the most noticeable, among the left-behind children’s
households within the communities, under this study. As stated in the section above
“Who works outside?” it is regarded as deviant behavior for the women to work, while
men remain home taking care of the children. Thus, in the single parental supervision
families, fathers usually leave to work. Mothers live together with their children,
although there are four households where fathers are guardians.

a. Reasons for Single Parental Supervision
Why do most families choose single parental supervision, rather than couples
leaving their children in the supervision of grandparents or other relatives? From the
interviews with the guardians, the researcher concluded that the migrant workers
carefully consider their children’s welfare including factors as their children’s age, life,
safety and schooling. When deciding to leave rural areas, parents try to predict all
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possible situations and solutions that may arise in their absence, so that risks may be
reduced to the minimum. Generally, the families choose for the husbands to work and
make money; wives stay at home to care for their children and the families. If husbands
and wives leave for employment in the cities together, they have to leave their children
behind to be cared by other people, because they cannot afford to bring their children
with them; sometimes, they bring one child with them and leave the other child behind
(in the countryside, most families have two children).
Case 1: The girl’s father has worked outside for more than ten years, meanwhile,
her mother wanted to go out working. The mother couldn’t migrate to cities for
employment because the grandparents refused to take care of the children, so she decided
to send her two children to a martial arts school and then she was able to work in a
construction site cooking for workers. In the meantime, she was worried about her
children, so she went to the martial arts school to visit her children. On seeing the mother,
the girl cried a lot and the boy cried, too. No matter how the mother comforted them, it
did not work. The mother was so sad that she decided to bring the girl back home and
asked the grandma to take care of her. Since then, mother has left for the city, to cook
during the day and returns home to work in the field. This situation continued for half a
year. One day, the girl began having rashes on her skin; the mother took her to the
hospital and found that the rash was caused by the dirty clothes that she had been wearing
for months. The grandma did not change the girl’s clothes, nor wash them for months, so
the mother threw away all her dirty clothes and bought her new clothes. The mother
thought the grandma did not know how to take care of her child well in regard to the
girl s hygiene and diet. When the Chinese New Year came, the mother and father decided
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the mother would not leave tor work any longer, because she needed to stay home to look
after their child.

b. Single Parental Guardian’s Labor Burden
In the Chinese traditional culture, women are in charge of the entire family’s three
meals daily. Warm, gentle, and soft-spoken women are models of responsible wives and
caring mothers. There are many advantages for mothers to stay at home to care for their
children, compared with other guardians. They can take better care of the left-behind
children’s clothing and meals, at the same time, they can also look after all aspects of the
children’s life. For example, mothers cook tasty food, change and wash clothing for their
children, and can send their children to school and pick them up.
However, mother guardians are faced with many dilemmas because their
husbands work in the cities, their wives have to shoulder all the heavy burdens, such as
raising the children, doing all the household chores, and working in the field. These
mothers are extremely patient and studious because they realize their husbands live a
harder life outside, so they have no complaints.
However, the heavy labor burden placed upon the single parent adversely affects
the care of the children. In the study, most mother guardians said they were over¬
burdened when their husbands were not home. In addition to taking care of the children’s
life, they have no energy and time to educate their children.
Case 2: One left-behind child’s mother said that her economic situation was worse
than other villagers, even though her husband left for cities for employment. She felt her
life was financially difficult and she wanted to have more land, so that she might sell
more grains and earn money to support the family. She rented several acres of land from
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other people, plus she owned four acres of land. She cared for the live stock, washed
clothes for the children, felt extremely tired every day. When the harvest season came,
she could not handle it alone. Her husband could not return home to help, so even if she
was ill, she had to work in the field.
Case 3: This girl’s mother left for work in Guangdong Province. Her father is an
English teacher in a middle school. The father was very tired teaching his students during
the day and at night he had to stay in school on duty. He had to cook for the child, take
care of the child’s daily life, and he felt overwhelmed. He was very busy every day and
had little time for rest. He could not even take care of himself; how could he look after
the child?

c. Single Parent Guardian’s Care for the Left-Behind Children
Due to the over burden of hard labor, many guardians become less and less
patient when educating their children. It is not unusual, in the countryside, to hit and
scold children. The frequency of the left-behind children being beaten is much higher
than their peers. In the small group interviews with the guardians, the researcher found
that many mothers had too many things to do and fatigue levels were high because of the
workload. The stress and frustration turned into anger against their children and frequent
beating and cursing of the children resulted. Mothers felt that since their husbands were
not at home, the children became more disobedient. They could not feel the cursing and
beating was as ettective as their husbands’ blink of the eyes, however, the father was not
home to handle the discipline. Many guardians complained that “Children are never
willing to do anything, and they are very disobedient to us”. The children often said that
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when their fathers were at home, they were never forced to do anything. “I asked her to
wash dishes for me, but she refused to do it; I got so angry that I hit her with a stick”.
Case 4: A boy’s mother, 35 years old, is a farmer in the village. Among all the
guardians who were interviewed, she paid the most attention to the children’s affective
needs because she was very sensitive about the child’s positive mood. She chatted with
the child at times, but she also said that she was extremely tired when she got home
during busy seasons. She felt very impatient and annoyed if the child talked to her. She
just ignored the child or lost temper with her.
In some rural communities, with slightly better economic conditions, the
guardians may choose to reduce their heavy burden by hiring physical labor, in order to
alleviate the contradiction between doing heavy domestic chores and looking after the
children. However, in most of the rural communities under study, the guardians do not
possess this advantage. The guardians can only reduce the heavy burden during the busy
seasons by depending on their neighbors or relatives for help or through exchanging
labor. In some communities, exchanging labor is not possible, so the left-behind women
have to do all the domestic chores and all the farming work. In Limiao Village, Lin Xi
County, Hebei Province, many women guardians are suffering from a variety of diseases
due to years of overwork and lack of nutrition, which in turn affects their ability to care
for the children in all aspects.
Besides the over-burden of domestic and field work, the study also finds that the
mother guardians’ educational level is relatively low. The educational level of the mother
is, on the average, lower than that of the fathers. Many mothers in the rural communities
under study were illiterate or the elementary level. Among the 140 left-behind children’s
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guardians, 63.7% were illiterate or at elementary level; only 36.3% had middle school or
above education. (Table 19) in Sanmudi Village, Yu Ci County, Shanxi Province, 90% of
the left-behind children’s guardians only had elementary school education or were
illiterate.

Table 19: Education Levels of Left-Behind Children’s Guardians
Names of
Communities
Luoxin
Village,
Dong E
County,
Shandong
Zhanglou
Village, Chi
Ping County,
Shandong
Liulisi
Village, Gao
Tang
County,
Shandong
Xiwang
Village, Tai
Qian County,
Henan
Xingfu
Village, Xin
yang County,
Henan
Dawang
Village, Ba
County,
Hebei
Limiao
Village, Lin
Xi County,
Hebei

Illiterate

Elementary

High School

Total

3

Middle
School
2

1

1

7

2

4

3

3

12

3

5

5

1

14

3

4

4

0

11

9

6

1

0

16

1

9

4

0

14

3

4

5

1

13

Continued on next page
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Continued from previous page
Liuji Village,
Yi County,
Hebei
Wang
Village, Da
Tong
County,
Shanxi
Sanmudi
Village, Yu
Ci County,
Shanxi
Total

1

4

5

3

13

2

16

5

1

24

8

7

1

0

16

33

62

35

10

140

2. Grandparent Supervising
Grandparent supervision refers to the manner in which grandparents (grandfathers
& grandmothers/matemal grandfathers & maternal grandmothers) raise the left-behind
children. These guardians are mostly elderly people who are weak and illiterate. They not
only have the responsibilities of taking proper care of their grandchildren’s food and
clothing, but also manage the farm land, left behind by the migrant workers. Normally,
elderly people care and love their grandchildren immensely, however, the left-behind
children, being cared for by their grandparents, have the highest rate of deviant behaviors.
There are various reasons for this occurrence.

a. Grandparents Not Being Able to Care the Left-behind Children’s Needs
There are several reasons the left-behind children do not have their needs met by
grandparents. First of all, many elderly people value the old concepts of raising children,
as when they were young. They provide the children with enough food and clothing, but
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not focus on nutrition and hygiene; secondly, most of the elderly people are old and
weak; they not only work hard in the field, they perform domestic chores as well. They
cook, wash clothes for the children, do all the house chores, and so become exhausted,
due to over-use of their energy caring for their grandchildren.
Case 5: A boy, seven years old, is a first grader. Both of his parents work outside.
He has been living with his grandparents. All the family members gather, only during the
Chinese New Year. The boy said that he wanted very much to live with his parents
because they would often buy him delicious food; by contrast, grandparents have little
money, they never buy him anything to eat, and often hit him. When interviewing him, I
found that his clothes were very dirty; they may not have been washed for a long time.
His cotton jacket was tom. He was very shy when seeing strangers and did not like to
talk. He appeared to be eccentric and lonely. When asked if he had any demands from his
grandparents, he only said, “I hope grandparents will buy me a pair of shoes and stop
beating me.”
Case 6: A girl’s grandmother is already 70 years old. Because both her son and
daughter-in-law work in the cities all year long, she and her husband are left to care for
the three grandsons and granddaughters. She feels that her life is too hard. Every
morning, she must wake up at 5:30 am to cook for the grandchildren. It is especially
difficult during winter months, when the running water is frozen and she must get water
from faraway places. She has to do all the house chores and farm work.
In interviewing the school homeroom teachers, some teachers said that the
students who were taken care of by grandparents were dirtier than their peers. They
stated, the children s clothes were dirty and their faces were not washed. Many elderly
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people judged the modern children’s life by following the old standard of hygiene (when
they were young). Their concepts of life and attitudes towards life were out-of-date. At
the same time, many elderly people complained extensively due to being weak, sick, and
over-burdened.

b. Grandparents Are Unable To Tutor Their Grandchildren
The above data indicate that the rural people’s education levels are generally low;
mother’s education levels are even lower, as is the grandparents’ education levels. Most
of the grandparents are illiterate or, at most, have an elementary education. Since the
grandparents are illiterate, they cannot tutor or supervise their grandchildren in their
learning. In addition, many of the elderly people are not capable of tutoring their
grandchildren, and rarely realize the significance and necessity of supervising their
grandchildren. Even if some grandparents are aware, due to the limitations of heavy
household chores and their own abilities, they can only care for basic needs of the
grandchildren. Those needs are the food and clothing of these left-behind children..
Case 7: After this boy’s father and mother traveled to urban areas to work, he had
been living with his grandparents. When interviewing the grandmother, she told me, “The
child is not doing well at school. Every day, he only spends about an hour learning and
doing his homework. I haven’t talked to his homeroom teacher. Whenever there is a
parent-teacher conference, his mom will go. His mother knows that he is not doing well
at school academically or behaviorally. She asks me to keep a close eye on him and beat
him if he does not listen to me. I often beat him, but he still runs out of home to play with
the bad boys. He never wants to study or do his homework. This boy does not like to talk
to me. It is sometimes useless to beat him. I realize the boy looks lonely and eccentric.
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His parents work in the cities, all the year round. I am illiterate; all I can do is to take care
of his life, nothing else.'”
Case 8: This girl’s parents both work in the cities. She was left behind in the care
of her grandparents. When asked about the tutoring for the child’s learning, her
grandfather said, “Both her parents are high school graduates, so when they were at
home, they could supervise the child for her homework, double checked the child’s exam
papers. Now both of them are out working, I can’t do anything to help. Though I went to
school for a few years. I’ve forgot everything. I can’t tutor the child for any homework.”

c. Lack of Communication With the Left-Behind Children
There exists a generation gap between parents and their children and even a wider
gap between grandparents and grandchildren. In the minds of the grandparents, the
grandchildren are simply experiencing the necessary bitterness and happiness; their
worries and concerns are nothing. In the eyes of the children, the grandparents are out-ofdate in thoughts and ideas, move slowly and clumsily, and behave eccentrically. With this
image of their grandparents, the grandchildren do not want to share their thoughts and
feelings with their grandparents. It is very difficult to reach any agreement and mutual
misunderstanding is becoming deeper and deeper. As a result, the left-behind children
have psychological problems or experience some change in their personality; their
grandparents do not recognize it.
C ase 9: This girl s father works in Zhejiang Province and her mother is deaf. The
three brothers and sisters have been taken care of by their grandparents. She told me that
she never wanted to tell her grandparents what she was thinking because if she talked to
them, they couldn t understand her. Her younger brother and sister never chatted with
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their grandparents. When coming back from school, all they did was have dinner. After
dinner, they all went out to play. Grandparents never asked where they went or what they
did.
Case 10: This boy’s mother died two years ago. In order to make money to send
the two boys to school, the father went to a distant city to work. His younger brother was
taken care of by his grandparents, while he was sent to his maternal grandparents’ home
in the neighboring village. He said that he had been extremely sad since his mom died.
Plus he was sent to other people’s home, he always felt strange within the home of his
maternal grandparents’ family. He often cried alone, but he never told his maternal
grandma anything about his thoughts because if he told her, she would not do anything
about it. The maternal grandpa often hit him; he felt scared and intimidated and always
kept silent.

d. Intervention into Children’s Behavior.
To many lonely elderly people, grandchildren are treasures. They often over
indulge the grandchildren. In addition, when the parents are working, the grandparents
tend to over care, trying to satisfy all the needs and often protect the children, even when
they do something wrong. This style of child rearing results in many children becoming
spoiled, stubborn, selfish and impolite. Some of them have even become delinquent.
Case 11: This boy, age twelve, attends the fourth grade. His parents work outside
all year long. From age of five, he has been living with his grand aunt. His homeroom
teacher described him this way: “He is not doing a good job in his learning, often fails to
turn in his homework. His behavior is very careless.” Whenever the teacher talks, he is
not attentive. He is not polite to the teacher or to his peers and is very stubborn. For
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example, the more the teacher refuses to allow him do something, the more he insists on
doing it. When he does something wrong and other students laugh at him, he is not
ashamed. He makes loud noises in class and feels proud of his high pitched voice.” These
behaviors are often reflective of children needing attention.
Case 12: The boy, age twelve, attends the fourth grade. At one year old, his
parents traveled to cities to work and left him behind. His grandparents took care of him.
His homeroom teacher commented that his academic performance at school was very
poor, and he often lied to the teacher. For example, he did not finish his homework, but
told his teacher he had finished. He also urinated outside the classroom. After being
scolded several times, his behavior improved. Sometimes, he stole things from home,
sold them, and bought candies for himself.
In interviewing this boy’s grandfather, he said that he knew his grandson had
these problems. Sometimes, he wanted to yell at him and scold him, but before he said a
few sentences, the boy would cry; “I miss my mom and dad!” At this point, the grandpa
felt guilty criticizing him.
The study also finds that there are more behavior problems with left-behind
children who are supervised by grandparents. These children do not have good habits in
life or goals for higher learning. They often lie and tardiness to school is common; they
fail to turn in their homework, and have difficulty communicating with others. In
conclusion, they do not demonstrate self control.
Under the circumstances of missing parents, the left-behind children cannot
receive a solid education at home, nor can they develop good habits of behavior. As the
examples in the case studies reflect, some left-behind children easily become careless,
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unethical, negative toward school, and skip school due to lack of adequate control and
management. Their psychological and physiological development tends to become
imbalanced and dysfunctional. In addition, the children are too young to differentiate
good from bad, right from wrong or lofty from evil, so it is easy for them to become lost
and disoriented; some of them may commit delinquent behavior.

3. Relative or Neighbor As Guardians
Relative or neighbor supervision means that the parents entrust close relatives and
neighbors to be guardians to the left-behind children. In the ten communities under study,
the researcher found two such families; the guardians were the children’s uncles and
aunts. Although the children who live in such types of families have almost no difference
from those children who are supervised by their mothers, the children living in other
people’s homes obviously feel they are not living in their own home and they feel
uncomfortable. Their affective and psychological development has all been influenced.
Case 13; The girl, age fifteen, attends the seventh grade. All her family members,
including her parents and her older brother, have all gone to Beijing to work. She used to
live with her grandfather, but when she was ten years of age, her grandfather died. After
his death, she began to attend the middle school in the town. She is currently a boarding
student and lives in school during weekdays, but lives at her aunt’s house during
weekends. Her aunt often pushes her to study hard, and washes her clothes, but she still
feels her aunt only cares about her biological children, rather than her. She feels
uncomfortable living in her aunt’s home.
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She also stated that she rarely talks with her aunt; she does not like to talk to
anyone she used the way she used to talk to her mom. Whenever she is sick, she buys
medicine for herself. She rarely tells her aunt because she feels it is useless to tell her.
She tries to hide her illness from her aunt because she does not trust her.

4. Other Brothers and Sisters As Guardians
Same generation or self supervision means that when the parents travel to cities to
work, the older sisters or brothers of the younger children take care of the left-behind
children and themselves. There are no grandparents available to care for the
grandchildren or one parent has died or divorced. Among the ten communities under
study, there are four such left-behind children’s households. Compared with the other
three types of supervision, the children under these circumstances have the most stress.
On the one hand they have to take care of the farmland and they have to handle school
work and their learning. It is safe to say that they are experiencing dual pressures: life
pressure and psychological pressure.
Case 14: The girl attends the eighth grade. Her father has worked outside for over
twenty years. Since her mother died, she has lived with her older sister and her
grandfather. Her grandfather is already very old, so older sister takes care of everything at
home. Usually the sisters depend on each other, and live harmoniously. She lives in
school, and only comes back home during weekends. Every time she comes back home,
she shares the household chores with her older sister. Normally she does not have time to
do her homework until night time. Sometimes the older sister scolds her because she is
doing things slowly, so she has a lot of psychological pressure.
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From the above analyses, we can conclude: currently there are four types of
supervision in the left-behind children’s families, among which single parental (mother
guardian) supervision is the major form. Among the left-behind children under the four
types of supervision, those who have mothers as their guardians provide the best care,
next comes those supervised by relatives and neighbors, then those under the supervision
by grandparents, and the least successful supervision is by siblings. In addition, the
children under grandparents’ supervision have the most serious problems. Due to
grandparents’ old age, low education levels, and over-indulgence, the left-behind children
cannot enjoy normal family education and care, their personality and psychology may all
become deviant and deformed, while single parental, same generational or self
supervision guardians feel the highest pressure because the family members’ going out
added their labor burden, they have to take the dual responsibilities of taking care of their
family members and doing more farm work.

E. Left-Behind Children’s Daily Lives
To operationalize the left-behind children’s daily living conditions may determine
the following variables for analysis: the left-behind children’s daily food and clothing.

1. Food Conditions.
Firstly, what do the left-behind children eat? The communities under study are
mostly the less developed rural communities in the middle and northern parts of China.
The peasants in these communities have no economic income other than the small
amount of income from their farmland. Since these communities’ living standard is
generally low, the children’s food and nutrition is mostly poor. The villagers’ daily meals
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are very simple: several steamed bread, potatoes and a small bowl of rice porridge, in
winter, there are no fresh vegetables, normally they can only eat some pickled vegetables.
In some very poor villages (e.g. Sanmudi Village, Yu Ci County, Shanxi Province), the
villagers can eat some meat only during the most important festivals (the Chinese New
Year and Mid-Autumn Festival) for a whole year. In such poor communities, neither leftbehind children’s guardians nor non-left-behind children’s guardians consider the balance
of nutrition. Many guardians said that usually the meals for the children are very simple,
“Children eat whatever is available.”
Case 15: The girl, age twelve, attends 5

grade. Her father works on the

construction site in Shanxi Province. Besides her, she also has a younger brother and a
younger sister, both of them go to the same school. When we went to her home for
investigation, the three children just came back from school, they were sitting around a
small table to have dinner. On the table are a small pot of rice porridge and a bowl of
stewed potatoes. The children’s mother said that she never thought of nutrition when
cooked meals for the children. The peasants always ate the simple food. Because she is so
busy working in the field, it often happens that she has not cooked any meals when the
children come back home from school. The children have to randomly get something to
satisfy their hunger, sometimes they go back to school with empty stomach.
The study also finds that when both parents go out working, the left-behind
children’s nutrition is relatively poor if they are taken care of by grandparents. When
their sons and son-in-laws go out working, the old people not only work in the field, but
also take care ot the heavy household chores. Since they are too old with limited energy,
they are less detailed than the mothers, in taking care of the children’s food needs. They
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usually think if food is available for the children, regardless of what it is, then the
children should be fine.
Case 16: The girl's father had a very serious disease a few years ago, and owed
others a large amount of debt, due to his surgery. In order to pay the debt, both husband
and wife traveled to cities for employment two years ago and left their two children
behind in the hands of the grandmother. After both parents travel to cities to work, all the
farming work has to be done by the grandparents. The family is very poor and the
grandma is in poor health. She cannot cook formal meals; all she can cook is the flour
pancake every day. When the mother called home, the girl cried and asked her to take her
away because she could not tolerate her grandma’s cooking any longer.
Some questionnaire questions are specially designed to compare and contrast the
satisfaction of the meals, by the left-behind children and the non-left-behind-children.
Figure 1 reflects most children are extremely satisfied or relatively satisfied with their
meals, yet there are fewer left-behind children than non-left-behind children who are
satisfied with their food. Because the left-behind children’s guardians are over burdened
with heavy labor, they can only prepare simple meals many days. By contrast, as far as
the children’s families with both parents working outside, many left-behind children feel
dissatisfied with the quality of the meals, prepared by their grandparents. The left-behind
children in other communities, under study, did not feel any obvious differences of the
meals they were served.
Above all, in most of the families of the rural communities, the meals are very
simple and monotonous; the guardians rarely notice if the meals are nutritious and
balanced. In such macro environment, both left-behind children and non-left-behind
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children are comfortable with three meals a day and rarely feel dissatisfied. The major
difference between the two is the non-left-behind children’s guardians pay more attention
to details in preparing meals for the children.

2. Clothing and Hygiene
In terms of the children’s clothing and hygiene, there is little difference between
the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children as long as they are taken care of
by their mothers. If the left-behind children are taken care of by the grandparents or
fathers, they tend to have much poorer hygiene conditions than other children. The
interview process indicated that school homeroom teachers were aware of the obvious
practices of left-behind children and non-left-behind children, in areas of cleanliness of
clothing. This is especially the case with the left-behind children, who are taken care of
by their grandparents. Their clothes are extremely dirty and smelly. They don’t take a
shower for a long time; as a result their bodies are very odorous. Some children in the
kindergarten classes cannot take care of themselves; neither can they get adequate care
from their guardians. These children often go to school without washing their faces. By
contrast, the left-behind children in the middle schools or high schools have some ability
to help themselves, so it is easier for them to attain a higher level of hygiene. It is the
similar situation with the left-behind children taken care of by their fathers.
The research results from various sub-communities give support to the above
description. Among the left-behind children in Limiao Village, Lin Xi County, Hebei
Province, there are not many differences between the left-behind children with mothers
being their guardians and the non-left-behind children in washing their clothes.
Generally, mothers wash clothes tor the children of younger ages during the entire year.

while older children wash their own summer clothes and mothers wash their winter
clothing. Usually they change clothing once a week.
In Wang Village, Da Tong County, Shanxi Province, seen from the children’s
clothes, the children whose mothers travel to cities to work, with fathers staying at home
to act as guardians, have poorer hygiene than other children, and their clothes are much
shabbier than those with mothers at home.
Secondly, in terms of the left-behind children’s degree of satisfaction about their
clothes, most left-behind children are very satisfied or relatively satisfied with their
clothing. Compared with the non-left-behind children, there are no obvious differences.
The interviews indicate some left-behind children’s parents travel to cities to work and
this has allowed them the opportunity to buy newer clothing. There are more left-behind
children than non-left-behind children who are satisfied with their clothes. (Figure-1)

Figure 1: Comparison between Left-Behind Children and Non-left-Behind
Children’s Satisfaction Degrees with Clothes

The results in the different communities are similar: in Zhanglou Village, Chi
Ping County, Shandong Province, 27.0% of the left-behind children feel very much
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satisfied with their clothes, 45.0% of the left-behind children are basically satisfied, and
still 27.0% of the left-behind children feel certain degree of dissatisfaction with their
clothes.
In Luoxin Village, Dong E County, Shandong Province, almost all the migrant
workers are males, leaving the wives to stay at home to care for the grandparents, the
children, and the daily house chores. As for the clothes, most left-behind children and
non-left-behind children in the village feel satisfied with their clothes and the satisfaction
degree is relatively high.
In summary, there are no obvious differences between left-behind children and
non-left-behind children in food and clothing hygiene, neither are there many differences
between the time the parents are at home and the time when the parents are out working,
however, the few left-behind children with grandparents or fathers as their guardians,
have poorer conditions in their food and clothing. Of course, working out of rural areas
may increase the income of the family. This study concludes the decision to leave the
home in order to work, benefits the left-behind children by improving the quality of food
and clothing more than the non-left-behind children.

3. Taking Care of Left-behind Children’s Illnesses
In the communities under study, children, both left-behind children and non-leftbehind children with minor illnesses, such as cold and fever, were taken by their
guardians to see the village doctors in the village clinic or to the drug store to buy
medicine to treat these minor illnesses. When the left-behind children became ill, in most
cases, the fathers took the children to the village clinic to see the village doctors, but after
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fathers went out working, mothers or other guardians had to buy medicine or bring the
children to the village doctors. (Figure-2)

Figure 2: Who Brings Left-Behind Children to See Doctors Before and After
Parents Migrate to Cities to Work?

For many poor families, when the children are sick, they can only stay at home
without getting any treatment because they have no money. Sometimes, the parents may
use traditional Chinese herbal medicine to treat children’s cold, cough, and other minor
illnesses. This kind of treatment is preferred by the grandparent guardians.
Case 17: This girl’s father went out working two years ago. Fler mother stays
home caring for the three brothers and sisters. When interviewed within her home, her
sister was receiving an IV, due to her serious cold, the mother put a piece of burned
charcoal into a bowl that was filled with honey, heated the honey, then filled the bowl
with water. Following this, she asked the three children to drink the mixed fluid because
all of them were coughing. The villagers said that this was the effective method to cure
coughing.
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Secondly, the study examines how the guardians take care of the left-behind
children when they have serious illnesses. The study indicates that the children’s
guardians (mothers, grandparents or other people) feel very stressed and worried in
regard to the health of their children. If a parent leaves to work out of the home, one of
the concerns is over a child becoming seriously ill without a clinic nearby to assist their
child. The guardians feel scared and fearful of endangering the children’s lives if they are
not given immediate treatment. Another concern is the possibility of the child becoming
seriously ill, which would cause financial devastation for the guardians. The left-behind
guardians, themselves are very poor and the medical cost is a severe threat to them.
When the children suffer from severe illnesses, the guardians ask their neighbors
or relatives for help to send the children to the Town Hospital or the County Hospital. At
this critical moment, they normally ask the children’s parents to come back home to take
care of the children together. It is especially important for the left-behind wives to ask
their husbands to come back as a spiritual support.
Case 18: This girl’s mother says that her largest worry is her child becoming ill.
The reasoning behind this is, she has no money and she cannot give enough care to the
child by herself. If the child gets sick at night, she can only wait until morning to ask
neighbors to help send the child to the hospital. Last August, the child was sick and had
to stay in the hospital. She could not handle it herself, feeling very frustrated, so she had
to ask her husband to come home.
Investigations from many communities show that when the children are sick, the
usefulness of modern communication tools becomes more obvious. The left-behind
children’s guardians who possess telephones at home can contact doctors quickly and

106

conveniently, so the guardians’ worries and anxieties may be greatly alleviated. If there is
no telephone in the home, the situation will be totally different. It is especially the case
with those who live far away from the cities and there are no modem transportation tools
for them. For these people, if the children are sick at night, all they can do is to bear the
pain and suffering, until the next morning when the children can be transported to the
hospital. The delay of treatment, for the sick children, may result in more serious diseases
that can no longer be cured.
In addition, the interviews with the village doctors indicate that there is a big
difference between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children in getting
timely treatment for their diseases. The methods to treat the diseases and the degree of
importance, given to the disease by the guardians are largely determined by the family’s
economic conditions, regardless of being a left-behind or non-left-behind child. There are
also special situations, due to the age of some grandparental guardians who cannot
provide adequate care for the children when they are sick. Sometimes, the children’s
timely treatment is delayed due to this factor. As a result, the disease gets worse, because
the grandparental guardians are not aware of the children’s slight change of health
conditions.
Case 19: This case is a typical example for this phenomenon. Both of the girl’s
parents have been working in the cities, so she has been living with her grandparents all
the time. For a few weeks in 2002, she frequently told her grandpa that she could not lift
her hand, but her grandpa simply neglected what she said and mistakenly, thought the girl
was naughty. One day, when she went to her aunt’s house for dinner, her aunt found the
seriousness of the situation and took her to the hospital immediately. The examining
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results shocked the aunt and her grandparents; she had a brain tumor. Fortunately, she
was immediately given a surgery and her life was saved.
In summary, before and after the parents travel to the cities to work, because the
general economic conditions in the communities are very poor, there are no large
differences between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children when
receiving treatment for minor illnesses; the only change is that the people who bring the
children to the hospital have changed. As for the treatment and care of the children’s
serious diseases, in some communities, a few left-behind children’s families’ access to
modem communication tools has accelerated the treatment of the children’s illnesses, yet
most of the guardians still feel the serious psychological stress and sense of insecurity.
The left-behind children with their grandparents, as their guardians, usually get less care
and worse treatment at the time of illnesses.

4. Change of Labor Burden of Left-Behind Children
Left-behind children s labor burden includes household chores and farmland
work. Rural migrant workers are generally the young and strong force who are also the
major labor source for rural production. As for the left-behind children’s families, due to
the parents traveling to cities to work, the labor burden that should have been on their
shoulders is now shifted to the left-behind party or the new guardians. Under these
circumstances where the labor burden is too heavy, the left-behind children sometimes
have to share some of the burdens.
The following part will examine the change of the left-behind children’s labor
burden through comparison and contrast between the times before and after the children’s
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parents travel to cities to work, and between the left-behind children and the non-leftbehind children.
In the countryside, children are a labor force within the families. No matter
whether parents travel to cities to work or not, the children have to do some household
chores as well as farm work. In this respect, there is not too much difference between
left-behind children and non-left-behind children. However, the investigation results
indicate that the left-behind children’s labor burdens are heavier than those of the nonleft-behind children. The labor burden change is also very obvious before and after the
parents relocate, especially when the fathers travel to other cities to work. This change
can be seen in specific situations, when the left-behind children do household chores and
farm work.
Firstly, after the parents migrate to cities to work, the left-behind children’s farm
work burden is greatly increased. Among the ten rural communities under study,
temporary employment in other cities is the major income source of the left-behind
children s family. In addition, agricultural income is a necessary economic source for
these families. Under the conditions, where general labor amount remains unchanged, the
labor force is reduced and the left-behind guardians’ amount of labor increases. This
results in a heavier labor burden for the left-behind children. (Figure-3)
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Figure 3: Change of Farm Working of Left-Behind Children Before and After
Parents Go Out Working

In the rural communities with left-behind children, asking for assistance from
others or exchanging help for labor has become the acceptable farm work style, but the
left-behind children are still regarded as an important labor force in doing farm work.
Many left-behind children have changed from, “When father was at home, I never did
farm work” to “ I often or sometimes do farm work”, but they also said “Under normal
circumstances, I don’t do very heavy work, and I do the farm work mainly during
festivals or holidays or weekends, when help is needed.”
Case 20: In this case the boy said, “My father is not at home. When I come back
home for the weekend, I can only help mom work in the field because mom can never
finish her work. When my father was at home, I almost never worked in the field. Now
every week, I fetch a cart of water with my Mom, which will be enough for a week, for
my Mom and my sister. Every time I come back home, I help mom clean the house, wash
clothes and cook. At harvest time, 1 also go to the field to collect com...”
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Case 21: In this case, every time the girl comes back home from school, she helps
her Mom do a lot of household chores. Besides cleaning and cooking, she also washes
clothes for her younger brother and younger sister. Since her father is not at home, most
of the farm work is done by her mother and her three brothers and sisters. During the
spring planting season and autumn harvest season, three of the brothers and sisters often
go to work in the field as soon as they come back from school, working until darkness.
They don’t have dinner until midnight.
The grandparental guardians are too elderly, as guardians to the left-behind
children, so their energy and strength is far less than that of mother guardians or father
guardians. Normally, the elderly need to be taken care of by younger people to enjoy
their lives with family members, but this is not the case here. Instead, these grandparents
are expected to look after their grandchildren’s lives and care of the farm. The elderly
people feel helpless and incapable of handling many of the daily routines, so many of the
left-behind children take initiatives in helping the grandparents do some household
chores and farming work even if their grandparents do not ask them.
Case 22: The girl, age eleven, attends fifth grade. She said, “Before planting the
crops this year, my father and mother migrated to cities to work; my uncle and I planted
the seeds afterwards. During the few days of the harvest season, I was especially busy. I
cannot go back to school unless I have evening study hall. I remember that one day I was
very late because I dug out potatoes in the field. When I ran to school that day, all my
classmates told me I had a lot of dust over my body.”
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Secondly, the left-behind children’s house chore burden has been increased. The
study finds that almost 100% of the left-behind children reply that they often do house
chores such as cleaning, cooking, and looking after younger brothers and sisters. Figure-5
shows that after the parents go out working, there is a large increase in the number of the
left-behind children who do house chores, and there is a decrease in the number of leftbehind children who never do house chores. This adequately explains that after parents
migrate to cities to work, children do more of the house chores and farming work.
Figure 4: Change for Left-Behind Children’s Doing House Chores Before and After
Parents Go Out Working
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Null hypothesis: There is no difference in the number of children doing house
chores between present and past.
Chi-square=5.04
With 97.5% significance, we can reject the null.
The chi-square analysis does reject the null by indicating that the left-behind
children have to spend more time in doing house chores because the guardians have
heavier burdens and the children have to ease the guardians’ burdens.
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Though many left-behind children indicate that they take initiatives to share the
household chores, because they understand the guardians’ hardship in taking care of
them, only a few left-behind children express their impatience in doing the house chores,
because it occupies a large amount of their time for entertainment and learning.
Case 23: This girl is fifteen years old this year. Her father went to the county town
to work before she was bom. Every year, he stays in the cities for more than nine months.
After her father migrated to cities to work, her mother had to do a lot of work. Especially
during summer months, she not only cuts the wheat and shovels the land, but also to
fertilize the crops. In addition, she raises thirty two sheep. Every day, her Mom has to cut
grass to feed the sheep. The girl told us that if her Mom was too busy, she would help her
Mom cut grass, wash clothes, cook meals, and wash dishes, so that her Mom might be
able to do less work. However, sometimes the girl feels frustrated because other children
in the village do not do house chores and can have fun every day.

5. Left-Behind Children’s Methods of Going to School
Currently, the rural children’s schooling shows that most elementary school
students go to school in their own villages or in neighboring villages; middle school or
high school students go to school in relatively faraway towns or county towns. This
distribution law is the result of China’s centralized education policy. Based on such
school distribution situation, the methods of sending children to school can be classified
into two categories: children go to school by themselves and children are escorted to
school. Certainly further categories can be classified according to transportation methods
or if the children have companions on the way to school.
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The elementary school students usually walk to school or they go to school with
their peers. Parents normally are not worried about the children’s safety because most of
the elementary schools are in the same village and located close to their homes. However,
there are exceptional situations: elementary school students (especially lower grade
students) are very young in age and some village schools are located near busy roads.
This increases the danger in crossing the road. Some children in the mountainous areas
walk a long distance to school, making it even more dangerous. The children’s safety,
when traveling to school is threatened because the road conditions are hazardous, due to
summer flooding and winter snow. Faced with this situation, most non-left-behind
children’s parents choose to escort their children to school, but in terms of the left-behind
children’s families, there are no people to escort the children to and from school. Some
guardians do not even realize the danger caused by the heavy traffic because they are not
the children's parents. The study also finds that some mother guardians escort the
children to school in the morning and pick them up in the afternoon, in order to ensure
the children’s safety when crossing the roads, but these mothers’ daily schedule is
completely full and they are exhausted every day.
Case 24: The boy’s grandma mentions that all the children go to school together.
Because the new village is near the road, she is extremely worried about her grandson’s
safety. Recently, she went to school to attend the parent-teacher conference. During the
conference, the teacher emphasized that parents should pay close attention to the
students safety; the best way to protect the children from traffic accidents is to escort the
children to and from school. However, the grandma said that every day she was
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extremely tired from work, and normally stood by the gate to watch the boy going to
school. She never picked him up at the end of the day.
The study finds, in terms of the middle school students, there are almost no
differences between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children in the
modes of traveling to school. For the middle school children, though the school is
relatively far from their homes, they are viewed as older and many of their parents decide
not to escort them to and from school any longer. Most of these children go to school by
bicycle and a few of them walk to and from school, because their families cannot afford
to buy them bikes. In some communities, the students can take public buses, but most of
the rural children are reluctant to spend the money on transportation. No matter if they
ride bikes or walk to school, these children choose to go together, so the parents are not
worried about their safety.
Under special circumstances, the non-left-behind children, especially the lower
grade level children, are escorted to and from school by their fathers; they are safer than
the left-behind children. The interviews show many left-behind children would feel safe
and happy if their fathers escorted them to school.
Case 28: This girl, age fifteen, attends middle school: Her father had gone to work
before she was bom and she stayed with other relatives for more than nine months. In the
interview, she explained that her father never returned home for an entire year. Other
children, sometimes, told her that her father did not care about her any longer. She often
felt very sad about this. She was a border at school. When other children returned from
being at home for the weekends, fathers would send them back by tricycles, but she had
to walk back to school. When school started, other children’s fathers escorted their
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children to school, but she had to come alone. She often thought, how happy she should
be if her father were at home.
As seen from the examples, in the methods of going to school, there are generally
no big differences between left-behind children and non-left-behind children, but many
lower grade left-behind children are escorted to and from school less often and their
modes of traveling to school are not safe. As for the guardians, the shortage of family
labor force increases their life pressure if they escort their children to and from school
every day.

6. How Left-Behind Children Spend Their Pocket Money
Prior to conducting field research, the hypothesis was: parents’ migration to cities
to work has improved the family’s economic conditions. The parents want to compensate
for the children because they are away from home during the entire year, so they may
give their children more pocket money. Based on this hypothesis, questionnaires were
designed to survey the following content: the amount of the children’s pocket money and
how they spend it, with the purpose of finding parent traveling to cities for employment
and the influences of these parents’ situation on children’s concept of consumption
through comparative studies. However, the actual research results did not validate my
initial hypothesis.
Firstly, the amount of the left-behind children’s pocket money did not increase as
a result of their parents’ migration to cities to work, nor is there a noticeable difference
between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children. Figure-6 shows that
most left-behind children remain at the relatively low consumption level and the average
amount of pocket money for the left-behind children is less than one yuan. This indicates
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that parents' traveling to cities for employment has not affected the amount of money
children have in their own pockets. This is related to the poor and backward economic
conditions of the rural communities under study: most migrant workers’ income is not
adequate enough to sustain the family’s basic living or their children’s tuition and fees.
Therefore, there is not additional money to give away to their children.
Figure 5: Change of Amount of Pocket Money

76

80

66

70
0)

a. 60

—

o
g. 50
>+o 40
d)
-Q

E
3

30

■

10

0

—.—--

-- ..—_

,

—

'

s'

■

i

3T

26 29

-_
I■

|

I

20

--H past

—

i
0

10

I
I

--a_

0

2

__I

< 1

1-2

2-5

5-10

>10

Amount of pocket money (Yuan/day)

In addition, through comparison and contrast of the non-left-behind children in
Figure-6, it is noticeable that most of the left-behind children’s and non-left-behind
children s amount of pocket money remains under two yuan', more children have less
than one yuan. The number of children in these two categories is almost the same.
Although there are slightly more left-behind children than non-left-behind children, who
have more than two yuan and especially more than ten yuan pocket money, there are
fewer children, who have no pocket money. This situation is quite rare. The above data
explains to some degree, there is not a significant difference between the left-behind
children and the non-left-behind children in the amount of pocket money. There may be
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some weaknesses in the design of the questionnaire; the standard for the children’s
amount of pocket money may have been set too high. When the children under
investigation answered the question regarding their pocket money, most of them would
choose the item, “Every day less than onzyuari". This number fails to reflect the change
in the amount of pocket money before and after their parents migrate to cities to work.
This number fails to reflect the difference between the left-behind children and the nonleft-behind children in the amount of pocket money.
Figure 6: Comparison between Left-Behind Children’s and Non-Left-Behind
Children’s Pocket Money

Secondly, there are some changes in the use of left-behind children’s pocket
money before and after their parents migrate to cities to work. For example, the buying of
snacks and stationary, used for learning, was purchased by parents before they migrated
to cities to work. Due to the long absence of their parents, now the left-behind children
now have to buy the stationary themselves (Fiure-7). The interviews indicate that more
than half of the left-behind children, after their parents moved to cities to work, have
changed their attributes from eagerness to buy snack food, to saving money in order to

purchase stationary. However, mothers or other guardians continue to play the important
role as provider, when buying clothes and fruits.

Figure 7: Left-Behind Children’s Buying Stationary before and after Parents Go
Out Working

7. Social Interactions of Left-Behind Children

Parents’ migrating to cities to work has exerted various influences on the
children s social interactions. The investigation results from the ten communities under
study reveal there is no difference between the left-behind children and the non-leftbehind children in selecting their companions for social interactions. It can be noted,
however, that the need for closer relationships among left-behind children and the desires
to have interactions with a variety of social networks has changed when examining these
children, before and after their parents migrated to cities to work. The older left-behind
children, after their parents went out working, have become much closer to their friends
and their peers.
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The left-behind children’s networks have also been affected by their parents
leaving to work in urban areas. The left-behind children have become more distant from
their migrant parents and closer to their friends and peers. In the questionnaire, an item
was designed that children were required to sequence from the most important to the least
important the people in their lives. The results indicate that most left-behind children and
the non-left-behind-children place their parents in the most important position. There is
little difference between the left-behind children and non-left-behind children. However,
there are several children who placed the people whom they live with and their peers in
the most important position, placing their migrant parents at the end of the sequence line.
Some left-behind children even place their teachers at the most important positions, but
this was not the case with the non-left-behind children. In fact, these results are in
consistent with satisfaction of the children’s practical needs. Those who help the children
satisfy their physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem and self-actualization
needs (Maslow, 1954), unavoidably become the most important people in their minds.
Secondly, in terms of how the left-behind children make friends, their interactive
objectives and interactions with their friends are also limited and influenced by their
parents’ going out working. The interviews with the guardians and the left-behind
children show that most of the left-behind children’s friends are their classmates or the
children who live in the neighboring villages. Many left-behind children indicate that
alter their parents travel to cities to work, they do not like to confide in their current
guardians, partly, because they do not want them to be worried. Most of the time, they
express their emotions and feelings to their peers. For example, there is one left-behind
child whose lather works in a coal mine the entire year. He is often bullied by upper class
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students on his way to and from school, but he never tells this to his mother. His mother
does not realize this until she learns from other people. The boy states that if his father is
at home, he will tell his father and ask him tor solutions. Thus, the guardians (especially
mothers and grandparents) are not safe, powerful and reliable protectors in their
children's minds. On the contrary, they can only seek protection and get some
psychological comfort from their peers.
Almost all the guardians understand how the children make friends and what
kinds of friends they are making. They know the names and addresses of the friends.
Normally the guardians do not interfere with the left-behind children’s right to make
friends, but under the following circumstances, the guardians will restrict the children’s
interactions:
a) When realizing the children are interacting with problematic children, the
guardians will take some measures to stop the interactions. Few guardians can
recognize this problem and neglect taking actions to restrict the interactions
because they are too busy with their household chores and farm work. This
negligence leads to additional problems. For example, one left-behind child’s
mother states she knows her son has connections, with peers that often steal other
people’s property. She does not want her child to interact with these types of
children, but heavy family burden prevents her from educating the child, all she
can do is to take a “let-it-go” attitude.
b) Some guardians have no time to take care of the children’s safety. They will
forbid the children from going out and some left-behind children’s mothers, also,
forbid their children from going out because they want their children to help with
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farm work or house chores. Thus, the children’s normal peer interactions and
communication are influenced by their home situation. This leads to the shrinking
of the left-behind children's interaction circles.
Case 27: The girl, age eight, attends second grade. Her father works in another
county and her mother stays at home to care for her and her older brother. Both of the
children like to have fun. When having meals, they like to go out of the door to chat with
other children. Although the mother does not interfere with their making friends, she
rarely allows the children to go to their neighbors’ houses to play with other children. The
mother states her reasoning to be, her husband is not at home and she is not in good
health. If the children bring back many other children, she feels very tired and impatient.
In addition, she is worried about their safety, if they go out.
Case 28: The girl, age nine, attends the third grade. Her father has worked in other
cities for years. Her mother realizes her daughter has a very good relationship with a
classmate of the same village, but she, normally, does not allow her to play with the girl.
She says that that girl lives far away from her home, so she feels worried about her
safety. Sometimes, the girl wants to go to her relatives’ house, but her mother does not
allow her to go alone, thus, the girl feels very upset.
The above analyses show that parents’ migration to cities to work results in
missing family members. As a result, the left-behind children’s rights of making friends
cannot be protected; sometimes those rights are even violated. In addition, the
investigation also finds that some left-behind children have committed deviant behavior
because they have made poor friends choices. This happens often because the
grandparental guardians do not provide adequate supervision; some other guardians fail
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to provide appropriate supervision. Finally this leads to lack of control, lack of restriction,
and lack of discipline, causing an increase in juvenile delinquency in villages.
Case 29: This man is the homeroom teacher of the fifth grade. He says that there
is a boy in his class who is eleven years of age this year. His mother migrated to cities to
work when he was only one year old and has never returned home. In January, 2004, his
father also moved to cities to work. He is now living with his grandparents. Within the
first two weeks of the semester, neither his father nor his mother was at home. His
grandparents could not control him, so he has made friends with some problematic kids
in the society. He skipped school for two weeks and ran out of home twice. He also
learned to steal and rob from other people. He became addicted to stealing and finally
was arrested by the police.
Generally speaking, in the rural communities, the children’s social network is
relatively simple: the children’s parents, grandparents, teachers, classmates, older
brothers, sisters, and their peers. The functions of the children’s social network include:
social support, emotional support, entertainment, affective communication, and learning
exchange. These functions play significant roles in the process of the children’s
socialization. All the members within the social network are key factors in helping the
children grow healthily. When the parents migrate to cities to work, the left-behind
children’s physiological needs and psychological needs can neither be satisfied through
their parents, nor satisfied by their teachers, thus they turn to their peers for those needs.
The relationship between friends is a deep relationship that offers support where for these
children to satisfy emotional needs and help with life miseries. However, due to the
younger age children having inadequate experience and poor judgment in selecting their
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peers wisely, the left-behind children cannot differentiate right from wrong or good from
bad. The lack of adequate supervision form guardians in selecting friends appropriately,
cause many children to be led astray, by their problematic friends. As a result, more
serious problems occur, which is very disadvantageous to the children’s healthy growth.

F. Analysis of Left-Behind Children’s Learning
The present study on the left-behind children’s learning situation emphasizes the
following: changes in left-behind children’s academic achievement, how the guardians
supervise the left-behind children’s learning and tutoring, the left-behind children’s
tuition and fees, and their learning purposes. In examining these aspects, the study also
compares and contrasts the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children, between
the times before and after their parents migrated to cities to work. This was reviewed to
find out what type of influence the parents’ migrating to cities to work has made on the
children’s learning.

1. The Change of Academic Achievement
Examining the change of the left-behind children’s academic achievement is
accomplished through the use of questionnaires. In designing the questionnaires, instead
of exploring the changes in the left-behind children’s specific test scores, the left-behind
children were asked to self-evaluate their academic achievement. This design has both
advantages and disadvantages: the advantage is that the left-behind children knew very
clearly, the change ot their academic achievement. The disadvantage is that many leftbehind children are reluctant to reveal their lower academic achievement, so the
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investigation results may be inaccurate. Generally speaking, this type of design has
certain problems.
The study found there was little difference between left-behind children and nonleft-behind children's academic achievement, but there are slightly more left-behind
children, whose scores are in the middle or lower middle levels. F-8 indicates that most
children over-estimate their academic scores and feel their scores are ranked in the
middle or above the middle level. When interviewing homeroom teachers, it was
discovered that some left-behind children who do not like to acknowledge their poor
scores and tend to over estimate their achievement. Thus, it is difficult to have an
objective comparison between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children’s
academic scores.

Figure 8: Comparison between Left-Behind Children and Non-Left-Behind
Children’s Subjective Reports on Academic Performance
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Another comparison of the academic scores was made between the times before
and after their parents travel to cities to work. The results indicated that the left-behind
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children’s academic scores have become lower than the scores prior to parents’ migrating
to cities to work. The numbers of the left-behind children who ranked upper and upper
middle in the class have declined, while the numbers of the left-behind children who are
ranked lower and lower middle have increased (See Figure-9). This indicates that after
their parents migrated to cities to work, some left-behind children’s academic scores
declined, and the parents’ migrating to cities to work has exerted significant influence on
the left-behind children’s learning.

Figure 9: Change of Academic Scores Before and After Parents Go Out Working

During the investigation, middle school and elementary school homeroom
teachers and headmasters were investigated. The interviews with the teacher concluded
parents’ migrating to cities to work does exert some influences on the children’s
academic performance. Many of the left-behind children’s academic performance
declined after their parents left home for employment in the cities. The main reasons for
this decline are that many of the children cannot receive proper tutoring or appropriate
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supervision after their parents leave to work. The heavy labor burden has also taken a
large amount of their learning time.

2. Tutoring Left-Behind Children
The parents migrating to cities to work deprive the left-behind children of parental
care, as well as educational support with additional assistance. In terms of the left-behind
children whose parents have higher levels of education, the parents’ (especially the
fathers’) migrating to cities to work have really deprived the left-behind children of
opportunities for being tutored, which significantly influences their learning.
From the comparison between the time before the left-behind children’s parents’
migrating to cities to work and the time after, some children’s tutors have been shifted,
some tutors are missing. Figure-10 shows that before the parents left for employment, the
children’s tutors were generally the fathers, mothers or older brothers or sisters. Most
were fathers. Fathers are the major tutors for children’s learning in the rural communities
because males’ education level is generally higher than that of females. However, after
parents migrate to cities to work, the number of children who are tutored by mothers,
older brothers or sisters has significantly increased; there are also a large number of
children who indicate that “I need the extra help, but no one tutors me”.
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Figure 10: Tutoring of Left-Behind Children Before and After Parents Go Out
Working

From the comparison regarding tutoring of the left-behind children, there are
more left-behind children who have no tutoring or mother guardians, older brother or
older sister guardians shoulder the tutoring responsibilities. Figure-12 tells us that nonleft-behind children are primarily tutored by their fathers, while left-behind children are
dependent upon their mothers, older brothers or sisters for tutoring. At the same time, the
rate for the left-behind children who need tutoring, but have no available tutor, has
reached 21%, which is higher than that of the non-left-behind children.
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Figure 11: Comparison between Left-Behind Children and Non-Left-Behind
Children in Tutoring

In addition, the investigation in the sub-communities also shows the existence of
similar problems. The investigation results from Xingfu Village, Xin Yang County,
Henan Province indicate that 33% of the left-behind children need extra help with their
homework but no one available to tutor them. In Limiao Village, LinXi County, and
Hebei Province, left-behind children were asked the question “What do you think of the
influences on you due to your parents traveling to cities to work?” Results indicate 73%
of the left-behind children replied, “Fathers used to tutor me for my studies and
homework; after fathers left home, no one has tutored me or given me any extra help.” In
addition, when asked, “What do you expect your parents to do for you?”, 27% of the leftbehind children expressed their desire that their parents tutor them for their learning.
The above comparison and data indicate that many of the left-behind children’s
parents were able to tutor their children before they left for the cities for employment, but
after they migrated to cities to work, the tutors have shifted to new guardians or older
brothers and sisters; still some left-behind children’s tutoring is lacking. As for why this
occurs, the following analyses may give the answer.
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Firstly, the educational level of mothers, with left-behind children, is generally
low, (investigation shows that in the communities under study, the women’s education
level ranges from illiteracy to elementary). Many of the mothers cannot tutor their
children, even if they are left behind at home. Although some mother guardians have a
higher education level, they have no time or energy to tutor the children because they are
too busy taking care of the heavy household chores and farm work. Some mother
guardians say, “I want to tutor my child, but I don’t have the energy or time to do it.”
Case 30: The girl’s mother says that due to her low level of education, she cannot
help her child with her learning. If the husband is at home, he always helps his daughter
with her homework. Her daughter often mentions this dilemma. When she studies at
home, the mother can only make sure that the daughter completes her homework. The
child has no way out, except discussing and doing her homework with her peers.
Case 31: The boy’s father is a high school graduate, who used to tutor him for his
homework. After his father migrated to cities to work, his mother could not give him help
with his learning, due to her low level of education. The young man had to solve his own
problems, whenever he had difficult questions in his homework. In the letter to his father,
he wrote, “Dear father, how is your health recently? Our whole family is very well, but
my academic achievement is declining fast. My teachers, of all the subjects, ask me to
study hard, but I always feel I’ve lost a good guide since you are not with me...”
Secondly, as for the left-behind children whose parents are both out working and
whose grandparents are their guardians, the elderly people have poor memories and their
educational level is lower than the mother guardians. Under these circumstances, no one
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is available to tutor the children or the older brothers and sisters must tutor them. This
creates psychological stress in the older children.
Case 32: The girl says that both her parents migrated to cities to work. The
younger brother and sister’s tutoring responsibilities have shifted to her. She feels
extremely tired and helpless, in addition to her own learning; she has to do household
chores. She cannot handle so many things. In addition, her younger brother and sister are
very naughty. Sometimes, they do not obey their grandparents at all. Although she is a
little older than them, she is unable to do some of the homework because of the difficulty
level, so he feels badly.
Finally, in terms of the families with other guardian types, since they are not the
children’s immediate family members and they are not as concerned with the children’s
learning as the biological parents. Many of the children’s relative guardians and/or
neighbor guardians think that their supervising responsibilities are only limited to taking
care of the children s food and clothing. In most cases, they do not have the ability or
energy to tutor the children. Even if they do, few such guardians are willing to take on the
responsibilities of tutoring the children for their homework.
The above analyses reveal that after the parents travel to cities to work, many of
the left-behind children have lost their opportunities to be tutored and their academic
achievement has been adversely influenced by various degrees, by their parents migrating
to cities to work. The study finds that some left-behind children have current guardians or
other relatives have filled in the gap of tutoring.
Case 33: The boy used to be ranked one or two in his class for his academic
achievement. Now in the fifth grade, he is ranked the seventeenth in the class on tests.
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Grandma thinks that this decline reflects lack of tutoring, since his father has migrated to
cities to work. It was his father who previously tutored him for his learning and
homework, but now his grandma cannot give any help due to her illiteracy status.

3. Supervision of Left-Behind Children’s Learning
Within the rural communities, one of the major functions of the guardians, for the
children, is to supervise the children's learning. The main tasks of supervising include:
signing the children’s homework according to the teacher’s requirement as well as
pushing and encouraging the children to complete their homework on time; make sure
that the children are not late for school or skipping school.
Investigation shows that in terms of the left-behind children’s families, with
mothers as guardians, males have been migrating to cities to work, so females have to
shoulder all the burdens of household chores, farm work, and looking after the
grandparents and the children. Limited by personal energy and time, the over-exhausted
women sometimes neglect or prioritize less with the supervision of the children’s
learning. This is especially true with the busy seasons. Sometimes, if the husbands do not
send home enough money to support the families, the wives’ mood is affected adversely,
which results in the women’s negligence and impatience in supervising the children’s
learning.
As tor the left-behind children’s families with grandparents as guardians, it is a
luxury to expect the grandparents to supervise the children’s learning. Due to their age
and illiteracy, the grandparents cannot adequately meet the needs of the children while
supervising the children s learning. Many of the children often pretend to read and write,
in order to deceive the grandparents and receive their trust. The elderly guardians feel
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helpless and powerless in dealing with these children. Some grandparents said, “I can’t
do anything to help the children’s learning, no matter what scores they have; I can just let
it go. 1 have little education myself, I don’t understand the children’s books; I don’t know
what he is doing there.”
Case 34: In order for him to learn English well, his grandfather bought English
tapes for him and asked him to wake up early to listen to the tapes, but the grandfather
never knew if he remembered anything. The child said that every weekend he watched
his classmates playing video games and sometimes played with his friends. The young
man was not afraid of his grandfather discovering he was not studying, because his
grandfather couldn’t control him.
Since the guardians can’t supervise the children, effectively, the left-behind
children demonstrate all types of negative behaviors. For example:
a) Not doing their homework seriously and being tardy for class. Investigation
shows that most of the left-behind children turn in their homework less frequently
than the non-left-behind children. In addition, the left-behind children are tardy
more frequently than the non-left-behind children (See Figure-12).

Figure 12: Comparison between Left-Behind Children and Non-left-behind
Children in Tardiness to School
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Interviews indicate that the left-behind children are more frequently late for
school mainly due to their parents migrating to cities to work and the current guardians
rarely waking them in the morning. Other reasons are children are busy doing household
chores or playing around. Some forget to go to school on time.
a) Academic achievement significantly declines. During the interviews, it was
shown many teachers think the left-behind children’s academic scores
significantly decreased after their parents migrate to cities to work. Many of the
left-behind children acknowledge this negative change. They think the main
reason for the decrease of their academic achievement is the lack of effective
supervision and tutoring for their learning. Some children also indicate frequent
thinking, about the parents, has also adversely influenced their learning
motivation.
Case 35: The girl, age thirteen, attends fifth grade. Her grandfather said that she
was ranked in the middle, when she was in the first and second grade. When she
advanced to the third grade and fourth grade (2003, 2004), her parents traveled to the
cities to work and she began to do her homework less seriously; she began to write
characters sloppily and often failed to turn in homework on time. Recently her efforts
decreased by failing to focus in class. She would not listen to the teacher and often
socialized with classmates at inappropriate times. Her academic performance
significantly declined. She is currently ranked number three from the lowest rank in class.
In addition, the investigation shows that the rural parents have not realized the
significance of educating their children by themselves. Many of them think that they are
incapable of educating their children, themselves, due to their own low levels of
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education. They feel it is the school’s responsibility to educate the children. The parents’
or guardians’ responsibilities are merely taking care of the children’s food, clothing and
basic living. Among the guardian who were interviewed, few parents have ever attended
parent-teacher conferences, some guardians do not even know there are parent-teacher
conferences at schools. Therefore, there is little two-way communication between the
children homes and the schools.

4. Left-Behind Children’s Tuition Paying
Every semester, the rural middle and elementary schools have certain deadlines
for the collection of tuition and fees. For the peasant families in the poor rural
communities, the children s tuition and fees is a large amount of money, so they are often
late with the payment or ask to delay the payment, which brings heavy pressure and
psychological stress upon the children and the parents. The children often feel despising
looks from the teachers and their peers because they fail to pay the tuition and fees on
time. Sometimes, they are even in danger of dropping out of school. Therefore, whether
the tuition can be paid on time will significantly influence the students’ learning and
achievement motivation.
Investigation shows that compared with the non-left-behind children, the leftbehind children rarely drop out of school, due to the failure of paying the tuition and fees
because their parents chose to migrate to cities to work for the purpose of making money
for the children’s tuition. In spite of that, if the migrant parents cannot send money home
on time or have not made enough money, some left-behind children will need to delay the
payment. Most teachers understand the situation and try to help these students with pre¬
payment provided by teachers, but there are some teachers who criticize the students,
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thus the students’ self-esteem is seriously hurt. Through interviews it was discovered that
the left-behind children often feel pressure, along with negative interactions from the
people around them, due to the delay of tuition and fee payment. Sometimes, these
children feel overburdened with the financial aspect and think of dropping out.
Case 36: The girl’s father is working in Shanxi Province; her mother is a deaf and
mute person. The three brothers and sisters are primarily taken care of by their
grandparents. Most of the time, their tuition and fees are pre-paid by their teachers. Their
father will repay these costs, however, she feels ashamed in front of classmates. She tries
to hide her feelings inside herself and cries, secretly, when the time comes for paying
tuition.
In terms of the left-behind children’s guardians, they feel embarrassed and
helpless, when they see that the children cannot afford to pay tuition. To these children,
there is a close relationship between their failure to pay the tuition on time and the
incapability of their parents. Some guardians say that when the children feel humiliated at
school, they will argue with the guardians, saying, “You parents are incapable, you
cannot even afford me to school. If you don’t pay the tuition immediately. I’ll drop out of
school.” These words produce a huge amount of psychological stress within parents who
feel they owe their children more. ; In most rural communities, the left-behind children’s
families are not getting wealthier, after the parents migrate to cities to work. When the
guardians cannot afford to pay the tuition and fees, they have to wait until the end of the
year when the migrant workers come back home with money. Under special situations,
the guardians have to borrow money from neighbors or relatives; they are often despised
and embarrassed by creditors.
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Case 37. The girl s mother says that she knows her daughter is not consistent in
her academic achievement. The child cannot focus on her learning because she is
negatively influenced by her family situation. The girl often argues with the mother
because she cannot pay the tuition on time. “I am not doing well at school just because I
am not paying the tuition on time." The child frequently comes back home crying
because she is despised and humiliated at school.
Additionally, the investigation discovers there are non-left-behind children’s
parents who fail to pay the tuition on time, but compared with the left-behind children,
the non-left-behind children feel less pressure. Late payment is more acceptable if both
parents are at home. One reason for this discrepancy is the information of late payment,
can be transmitted to parents in a timely manner and parents will normally try to pay the
past-due money immediately. By contrast, the left-behind children’s guardians have to
wait until the children’s migrant parents return with the money.

5. Left-behind Children’s Goal of Learning and Ideals
In China’s employment market, rural labor force has always been marginalized.
They do not have high education credentials or high skills. All they possess is the hard
physical strength. They have to earn the small amount of money with sweat and tears.
Shadowed by the luxury and relaxation of the urban people, the rural migrant workers not
only feel disadvantaged with lower status, but also aroused their strong desire at the
prospect of the younger generation going to school, studying hard, passing the national
college entrance exam, and attending college, getting a decent job, living the urban life,
and moving from the countryside permanently. In terms of the left-behind children, the
parents hear and see from the outside world; the parents’ hardships and high expectations

137

have jointly promoted the children’s strong motivation and strengthened their will to
study hard. Setting clear goals for their learning and planning their own future to prepare
for their lives is a priority.
The present study has designed the questionnaires about the children’s goal of
learning. The data from the surveys does not show any significant difference between the
left-behind children and the non-left-behind children, in their goal of learning: most
children think that the purpose of going to school is to pass the national college entrance
exam and attend college, lessen the parents’ burdens, bring honor to the parents and the
families, and find a well-paid job. (Figure-13) However, the analyses of the data indicate
that many of the children feel the hardships and life difficulties of their parents from very
early age, so regardless of their learning goals, they have one thing in common: to lessen
the family burdens and help their parents out. For most left-behind children, the powerful
motivating force for learning comes from the parents’ working experiences and what they
see and hear from outside world. The children yearn for higher education credentials and
decent jobs. They are very clear that the only means to achieve this end is hard-work in
school.

Figure !3: Comparison between Left-Behind Children and Non-Left-Behind
Children in Their Goals of Learning

However, further interviews find that not all the migrant workers have brought
about strong motivation and inspiration for the children’s learning. Many left-behind
children’s learning purposes and expectations also demonstrate some negative influences
some left-behind children substitute earning money and profit as the major motivating
force for their learning. Some left-behind children perceive “learning and schooling are
useless” and regard their parents’ present occupation as their goal. Some other children
drop out of school to travel to cities to work, just as their parents did because they are
motivated by money. The figure above does not show any significant difference between
left-behind children and non-left-behind children in their goal of learning and schooling.
The following case studies responses reflect the left-behind children’s attitudes,
regarding their learning goals and ideals.
“My goal of schooling is to find a job. I want to go to the city to work with my
father in order to ease my family burden.”
“Want to go to the city to become a security guard after graduating from high
school.”
Want to be a construction worker in the city.”
Want to learn some skills, to repair cars like my father.”
Case 38: The girl, age twelve, has two older brothers and one older sister. Her
father has been working in urban areas since 1978. He goes to work in spring, returns in
the fall and goes to work again after the harvest is over. Her two older brothers also do
odd jobs at nearby towns. They leave to work in the morning and return at night. At
present, her older sister plans to migrate to cities to work, after graduating from the
middle school, the girl herself wants to migrate to cities, too. She commented, “In the
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modem times, money is everything, I don’t want to go to school any longer. I want to
make money.”
To a certain degree, influenced by their parents who migrate to cities to make
money, the left-behind children tend to choose to drop out of school and travel to cities to
work. Among the ten communities that were investigated, there are few students who
drop out of school, yet when they are asked about the reasons for dropping out of school,
the left-behind children generally think they are doing poorly at school. With this
attitude, they believe the best solution for them is to migrate to cities to work, making
some money to ease the family burdens. However, the few left-behind children who
dropped out of school say that they drop out of school because of their family’s poverty,
as well as their failure to pay the tuition and fees. Therefore, the parents traveling to cities
to work has not motivated the children’s learning. Instead this has encouraged children to
look forward to seeing the outside world. Making money has become their utmost goal.

G. Inner World of the Left-Behind Children
Children can grow and develop more healthily in a supportive and caring
environment. If both parents live together with their children, there will be an
environment for the children’s growth. In the rural communities in poor regions, parents’
choosing to migrate to cities to work is the rational choice, after careful consideration of
advantages and disadvantages. It is also a necessary trend caused by urbanization and
industrialization. In terms of the left-behind children, they can only passively accept the
parents decisions and accept all the arrangements their parents have made for them.
What does their inner world and their mindsets look like?
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The present study not only emphasizes understanding the left-behind children’s
practical lives, after their parents migrate to cities to work, but also tries to explore and
feel the inner world of the left-behind children. The study also tries to explore the
influences on the children s emotional and cognitive development, caused by the parents’
traveling to cities to work. This has been achieved through in-depth study of their
emotional experiences and perceptions.

1. Left-Behind Children’s Affective Needs from Migrating Parents
When making decisions to migrate to cities to work, the parents, sometimes,
realize the types of influences they bring upon their children’s lives and education, but
they are rarely aware of the children’s affective needs. The left-behind children can only
try to understand the purpose of their parents’ working outside and passively accept and
adapt to the practical situation.
After the parents migrate to cities to work, the left-behind children have no choice
but to live with their guardians and try to understand the guardians’ hardships and
difficulties. During the time away from their parents, these left-behind children have not
only lost the care and love their parents give to them at home, but also feel the emptiness
within the family atmosphere, due to missing their major family members. The older
children have to shoulder the heavy labor burden, as well as worry about the health and
safety of their migrant parents. In the process of interviewing and investigating the leftbehind children, the worries and concerns of the children can be felt regarding their
parents and their thirst for affection.
The following are the words recorded from the left-behind children to their
parents:
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“If my father comes back, I can feel I have an unbroken family.”
“I want be with my father every day.”
“I feel my family atmosphere is very cold, I hope my father will come back soon;
whenever I see other people’s family reunion, I feel they are so happy.”
“Now my mother has a very heavy burden, I have to help her out with the family
chores and farming.”
This investigation reveals that in the sub-consciousness of the left-behind
children, they often compare themselves with those children whose parents are both at
home. This makes them feel more lonely and deserted. What they feel is not only the
different care they receive on a daily basis, but also the lack of love and nurturing lost,
due to the work situation. The following are some differences between the left-behind
children and the non-left-behind children:
“They can get the care from their parents, but I cannot.”
“They can talk with their parents, but I cannot.”
“When other children are bullied by other children, their fathers can help, but my
father is not at home.”
“Every time there is a parent-teacher conference, other children’s parents will
come, but I can only ask my relatives to come; when seasons change, other
children’s parents will bring them new clothes, but my parents cannot come.”
The investigation also found that the parents migration to cities for employment
has not only deprived the left-behind children of love and care, but also influenced their
sense of safety and self-confidence. In the children's eyes, mothers are less strong and
powerful than fathers; grandparents do not make them feel safe. The father is the symbol
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of austerity, greatness, and safety. When fathers are not at home, the children tend to feel
worried, scared, anxious and helpless. At the same time, the left-behind children not only
feel lonely and worried due to their parents’ migrating to cities to work, but also feel the
strangeness and distance from their parents. This is caused by the long term separation
and lack of communication and interactions between the parents and the children. This
results in the affective gap and aloofness between the parents and the children.
Case 39: The sixth grade girl stated, “I used to talk to my father a lot, but now I
find I don t have anything to say to him. Every time he comes back home, he says he is
extremely tired and he doesn t like to talk to me. In the past, when someone bullied me, I
used to tell my father, but now I only tell my mom.”
Another sixth grader also responded, “I used to tell my father about all the funny
things at school; chat with him about my studies. I also read my textbooks to my father,
played games, and played cards with him. We also went skating together. However, I
rarely see my father now and have less communication with him. I don’t feel I have
anything to say to him now.”
Case 40: The boy’s mother stated that the child misses his father so much that he
often looks for his father during sleep. Sometimes he cries in his dream, “Dad, help me!”.
Once he told his Mom that he had a dream, his father was injured work. He was very
worried about his father, asking the Mom “Can my father come back home?” The child
often stares at the phone. The moment he hears his father calling, he is very excited, but
when his father actually comes back home, he stays away from his father, as if his father
is a stranger.
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Although the parents’ migrating to cities to work has brought heavy burdens on
the children’s body and mind, many left-behind children can understand their parents’
choices. They understand the parents’ hardships and difficulties in the cities, therefore,
they rarely complain to the parents about anything. All they do is accept their current life
situations.

2. Communication Between Left-Behind Children and Their Guardians
After the parents leave for work in the cities, the guardians are not only the care¬
givers to the children’s lives, but also the protectors and supporters of the children’s
healthy psychological growth. Can guardians become the people upon whom the children
can depend, for expressing their feelings and emotions? The current study examines the
left-behind children’s degrees of dependence upon their guardians. The relationship
between the two parties can be seen within daily conversation, as the children express
their thoughts and feelings.
Table 20 shows that among the ten communities under study, almost half of the
left-behind children often chat with their guardians, but one-quarter of the children rarely
or never chat with their guardians. The investigation in Limiao Village, Lin Xi County,
Hebei Province finds among the seventeen left-behind children, only 35.0% often chat
with their guardians. More children (41.0%) incidentally talk with their guardians after
school. Still others rarely or never chat with their guardians.
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Table 20: Frequency of Left-Behind Children’s Chatting with their Guardians

Frequently
Sometimes
Rarely
Never
Total

Number of Children
76
46
33
6
161

Percentage (%)
47.2
28.6
20.5
3J
100.0

Further investigation analysis reveals that where left-behind children and
guardians rarely talk mainly happens in the families with grandparents or other people as
guardians. As tor the families with mothers as guardians, there is relatively more
communication between the guardians and the children. But the content within their
communication is mostly related to trivial matters at school, while the children rarely talk
to their mothers about their inner feelings and thoughts. Guardians, normally, do not ask
the children about their inner thoughts.
Additionally, many of the left-behind children are unwilling to speak to their
guardians regarding their feelings, instead, they tell their inner feelings and thoughts to
their peers. In the questionnaire, When your parents migrate to cities to work, to whom
do you want to tell your inner thoughts and feelings?”, 59.2% of the left-behind children
reply that they will tell their guardians; 23% respond that they will tell their peer groups
(older brothers and sisters, classmates, good friends); 10.7% of the children answer that
they will not tell anyone; 5.0% of the children will tell other people; only 1.3% reply that
they will tell their teachers. (See Table 21)
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Table 21: Whom Do the Left-Behind Children Talk to When Having Troubles?

Father
Mother
Other Guardians
Besides their
Parents
Teacher
Classmate
Good Friend
Brothers & Sisters
No one
Others
Total
Missing Value
Total

Number of Children
6
71
17

Percentage (%)
3.7
44.1
10.6

2
5
18
15
17
8
159
2
161

1.2
3.1
11.2
9.3
10.6
5.0
98.8
1.2
100.0

Investigation finds that when having some concerns and troubles, fewer than half
of the left-behind children tell their mothers, although 76.6% of the guardians are
mothers (See Table-17). The proportion of the children who tell their thoughts and
feelings to their mothers is not high. In addition, about 10% of the left-behind children
refrain from telling anyone about their feelings ands thoughts, when they are in trouble
for their life and studies. The interviews with the guardians indicate that though the
relationship between mothers and children is very close, most of the mothers understand
the children’s interests and hobbies. Yet, many of the mothers do not fully know the
children’s worries and needs; they especially have poor understanding of their middle or
high school aged children. As tor other guardians, especially the children’s grandparents
and relatives know even less about the children’s loves, interests and hobbies.
In-depth interviews indicate that there are two major reasons for the children’s
unwillingness to tell their guardians about their inner thoughts and feelings:
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a)

Many children think that their guardians do not know them or understand them.
There is a natural generation gap between children and parents. There is a larger
gap between children s guardians, who may be relatives or grandparents. In
addition, the children s age often is the phase when they become rebellious and
disobedient and rarely understand their guardians. In their minds, the guardians
cannot understand or comfort them patiently; therefore, many of the children seek
comfort and satisfaction from their peers.
Case 41: The girl attends the sixth grade. Her father has been working in Yulin for

sixteen years. She is currently living with her mother, younger brother and her
grandmother. She is a talkative, outspoken and lively girl. Although she likes to visit with
her mother every day, the answers and information she provided in the questionnaire, was
information her mother did not know. Her mother does not understand her daughter’s
feelings and thoughts; she does not even know her daughter’s hobbies, interests, friends
or needs.
a) Due to the stress from manual labor and inner miseries, the guardians have no
time or energy to care for the children or to communicate with them. After fathers
migrate to cities to work, the heavy burdens are shifted to the shoulders of the
guardians. Some guardians say, “Sometimes, I feel too tired after working in the
field for the whole day; I feel impatient and mad when the children talk to me too
much.’ Many of the left-behind children’s guardians have no time at all to listen
to the children. In addition, the guardians also have many worries and miseries, so
they cannot take care of themselves; they rarely approach the children, listen to
them, and understand their psychological needs or practical needs. At the same
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time, many of the guardians never realize that the children have any worries or
miseries. In their minds, the children have no other needs. The guardians believe
the children are satisfied if they have adequate food and clothing.
Case 42: The girl, age thirteen, attends the fifth grade. Her father has been
working outside for ten years. There are heavy burdens of household chores and farming
work at home, so her mother feels overwhelmed and often loses her temper. The girl says
that she often feels very lonely and helpless. She feels that she can no longer tell anyone
about what she used to tell her father. She rarely chats with her mother, at home, because
her mother is too busy and tired from doing all the household chores and farming work.
In addition, her mother must take care of her and her younger brother. The girl does not
like to communicate with other children. She looks worried and concerned, although she
is only thirteen.
Due to the above reasons, many of the left-behind children do not like to tell their
secrets to their guardians. Some of the children, sometimes, release their inner thoughts
and feelings to their peers, but more children choose to hide their feelings and suppress
their thoughts and worries. Some teachers point out that the personality of the left-behind
children, with one parent or both parents working in the cities is truly different from the
non-left-behind children. The left-behind children are more reserved, silent, and often
seem to be immature.
Middle school and elementary school students are experiencing the stage when
their body and mind are both growing rapidly, so they have their unique understanding
and recognition about their bodily and psychological changes, about the academic
pressures and human interactions. They also have worries and conflicts. During these
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critical years, they need to have flowing channels through which they can express and
release their feelings and emotions. They also need proper guidance. With many parents
far away from home, these left-behind children have fewer opportunities to communicate
and interact with their parents. Even if the guardians are their mothers, due to the limited
education levels and heavy labor burdens, they fail to pay attention to the children’s
change of emotions, mood, and feelings, thus they cannot communicate adequately with
their children to learn about their thoughts, feelings and personal needs. It is even more
difficult for grandparent guardians. The lack of effective communication, with the
guardians, may produce serious negative effects on the children’s psychological health,
which may result in lower self-esteem, lack of self-confidence, pessimism, and fragile
feelings.

3. Left-Behind Children Wish to Live with Parents
The investigation asked the children if they wanted to live with their parents.
91.3% of the left-behind children say “Yes”. Most of them think, “To live with parents is
better and they will be happy.” Of course, there are some children who do not hope to
live with their parents. Their reasons are, “I have no freedom when my parents are at
home. I am not used to my parents’ teaching and scolding.” From these children’s
responses, migrating to cities to work has created a wide gap between the two generations
(Table 22).
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Table 22: Do You Like to Stay with Your Parents

Hope
Don’t Hope
Hard to Say
Total
Missing Value
Total

Number of Children
146
9
5
160
1
161

Percentage (%)
90.7
5.6
3.1
99.4
0.6
100

When asked, Do you want to live with your parents in the cities? ’, their answers
were surprising. Not all the children yearn for city life. Table 23 shows that the leftbehind children who want to go and those who do not are equally proportioned. The
interviews indicate that the children want to go to the cities because, t4I can live with my
parents. City life is better”; while the other children do not want to go to the cities
because. Tuition and fees are too expensive in the cities. My parents are poor”.

Table 23: Do You Like to Live with Your Parents in the Cities

Want
Don’t Want
Hard to Say
Total
Missing value
161

Number of Children
80
71
9
160
r
1
100.0

Percentage (%)
49.7
44.1
5.6
99.4
0.6

The study finds that the left-behind children have a psychological conflict. They
hope to live with their parents and enjoy their care, as well as love and the happy reunion
of the whole family. The practical situation does not allow them to have their parents
back home. The city world seems strange, distant and difficult to assimilate. In spite of
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this, many left-behind children express their hopes and desires for their parents to return
home:
-

“Hope parents to be at my side;”
“Hope parents to take care of me;”

-

“Hope parents to buy stationary for me;”

-

“Hope father to work in the county, not to leave any longer”

H. Left-Behind Children’s Awareness of the Changes of Their Lives Before and
After Their Parents Migrate to Cities to Work
There is an important research question in the present study: “Are the left-behind
children aware of the changes of their lives before and after their parents go out
working?” The study reveals the point of view of the left-behind children. The parents’
traveling to cities to work has brought about many negative influences upon the children.
At the same time, the work situation has brought about a series of positive help and
influences on their families’ economic status.
The left-behind children think that the “bad parts (children’s words)” of their
parents’ leaving for cities to work are as follows:
a) The change of family atmosphere: After the parents migrate to cities to work,
most of the left-behind children feel the coldness of the family atmosphere, and
they feel lonely and lost.
b) The loss of care and love: After the parents travel to cities to work, the present
guardians take care of their lives, but the children still yearn for the care and love
of their parents. Many left-behind children say that after their parents travel to
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cities to work, their academic scores drop sharply, due to the lack of tutoring and
encouragement.
a) The increase of work responsibilities: After the parents leave for work, the
guardians' labor burden increases, and the children shoulder heavier burdens,
which negatively influence their learning and entertainment.
b) Psychological insecurity: The parents’ (especially the father’s) traveling to cities
to work deprives the children of parental care and love. When the guardians feel
helpless and powerless on important occasions, the children miss their parents all
the more.
The following are changes felt by the left-behind children, as well as the
influences on them.
Now I live with my aunt and uncle; I don’t feel they are as intimate as my
parents.”
When my father was at home, he used to chat with me, but he is not at home
now, my older sister goes to school, I feel very lonely.”
-

”My father goes out working. He cannot tutor me for my homework. I am not
able to do my homework, and 1 need help.”
I am wonied about my father s safety. He works at a construction site.”
My father is not at home. I often have nightmare at night.”
The “good parts” are as follows:

a) The improvement of economic conditions in the families: Many of the left-behind
children indicate that after their parents travel to cities to work, they can pay their
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tuition on time; they also have the money to buy reference books; and they have
better food and clothes.
b) The increase of self-independence and the understanding of parents: After the
parents migrate to cities to work, I have to solve many problems by myself. I have
less dependence on my parents in making decisions. At the same time, I have a
better and deeper understanding of my parents’ hardships and difficulties and the
guardians’ hardships.
c) Better understanding of the outside world: Many of the communities under study
are very poor, isolated and closed. These mountainous children rarely have any
chance to leave the isolated villages where they are bom and raised, so they know
little about the outside world. When returning home, the parents often tell them
about what they see, hear, and experience from the cities; sometimes they even
bring the children to the cities. All this has broadened children’s visions and
enriched their knowledge of the world.
The following statements from children reflect a few positive results they see, due
to parents leaving their children to earn money:
-

“After my father goes out working, I have better food, have moved from the cave
to the house.”

-

“I’ve learned how to do house chores. When my father was at home, I did not do
anything by myself.”

-

“I did not have any pocket money in the past, but after my father goes out
working, I have some pocket money. I use the money to buy stationary and
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clothes. I never squander the pocket money; I know it is very hard for my father
to make the money.”

I. School and Community’s Care, Love for the Left-Behind Children and the
Measures They Take to Help the Children
Children’s socialization process needs the joint care and concern from the family,
school, and the society. The present study includes interviews with school teachers,
village leaders, and the leaders in the county offices. The study aims to understand the
attitudes and viewpoint of the school, community and the government toward the leftbehind children, through the in-depth interviews.

1. School’s Care and Measures
All ten communities under study include elementary schools, as well as middle
and high schools located within or nearby the communities. In the field research process,
school principals and homeroom teachers were interviewed. The result from these
interviews with principals and school teachers shows that most schools have not
recognized the existence of the left-behind children problems; some do not even
understand the concept “left-behind children”. Though some schools have a limited
awareness of the left-behind children, this understanding is limited in the rural middle
and elementary schools; they have not taken any effective measures to solve the
problems.
Most school teachers know little about the students’ family background, and the
connections between teachers and students are limited to teaching and learning. Since the
families live far away from the schools, most of the elementary and middle school
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teachers live in schools. These teachers' living and dining conditions are extremely poor;
they are not paid in a timely manner. Under such poor living and working conditions,
they carry a very heavy teaching load, so they feel extremely tired both in body and in
mind. This is especially true, with high school teachers, who teach higher level classes.
They never have any spare time in their lives. Under these circumstances, the homeroom
teachers have no time or energy to learn about the children’s family background. Another
factor is the ratio of students per teacher; there are too many students in the class, causing
difficulty for teachers to have a deep understanding and thorough knowledge of all their
students' family situations.
The interactions between schools and parents are very limited. When the students
behave well, teachers normally do not contact the parents; only if the students violate
school discipline or has serious problems the teachers will actively contact the students’
homes or to have parent conferences. This is the case with both middle schools and
elementary schools. In terms of the left-behind children’s guardians, they rarely contact
the children’s homeroom teachers, except under emergency situations. They see the
teachers only once a year during the routine annual parent teacher conference. As for the
left-behind children’s migrant parents, they have even less contact with the teachers
because they are working in the cities the entire year..
Many teachers are overwhelmed by the heavy load of teaching. During interviews
they acknowledge they rarely have time to learn about the left-behind children’s
psychological and life conditions. Most of the homeroom teachers have not taken special
measures or strategies to help the left-behind children. The left-behind children are
treated the same as non-left-behind children. Some schools have an awareness of the left-
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behind children problems, but due to limited budget and teaching resources, they do not
have additional resources to help the left-behind children. One elementary school
principal stated, “At present, most of the rural schools have a small amount of money and
teachers have changed professions. We have the desire and good wishes to help the leftbehind children, but we do not have the energy, time, budget or teaching resources to
handle this issue.”
There are some teachers who give additional care and love to the left-behind
children, however, it is not required by school policy to do so. One teacher stated,
“Because the left-behind children either have the highest scores or have the lowest
academic scores. We give more care and concern to these two categories of students. I
often visit these families. I find out that the parents all care about their children. They
have no way out because they have to make a living by traveling to cities to work. Many
rural parents shift the responsibilities of educating the children to the schools and
teachers. They do not realize that without their help and cooperation, the teachers cannot
educate the children well.”

2. Government and Community’s Care and Measures Toward the Left-Behind
Children
The current study included interviews with village leaders and county officials,
with the purpose of understanding community and government attitudes toward the leftbehind children. The interviews indicate that neither the county officials, nor the village
leaders, have taken any special measures or made any special policies to help the leftbehind children.
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In terms of the county government, close attention is paid to the mobilization of
the rural labor force; this is an important way by which to motivate and enhance the
development of rural economy. Some local governments have made special policies and
taken special measures to encourage peasants to move to cities seeking temporary or long
term employment. For example, they train the peasants with certain life skills and help
them find employers in far away cities. Many county officials acknowledge that the
peasants migrate to cities to work have brought negative influences upon the left-behind
children, however, the county officials know minimal details, in regard to the left-behind
children problems. There does not seem to be evidence, in the study, indicating they
taken any relevant measures toward this problem.
Seen from the perspective of the community, the village leaders have taken fewer
measures to help the left-behind children. When talking about the left-behind children
problems, some village leaders do not think there is a “problem”. They believe the leftbehind children do not need any help or care because the parents migrate to cities to work
is their own decision; it has nothing to do with the village committee. Therefore, the
village leaders do not have the perception of the existence of left-behind children.
The above two points indicate that although some scholars and media advocates
care with concern about the left-behind children, the fact remains that families, schools
,and communities have neglected the existence of the left-behind children problem.
The table addresses areas of concern for left-behind children. It is apparent that
parents leaving these children behind in order to increase financial status, created
problems for their children. These problems occur within many aspects of their lives:
food, clothing, hygiene, academic achievement, pocket money, and academic support. To
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present the readers with an easier and more concise picture of the research results, I will
create a table that lists the differences between the left-behind and non-left-behind
children in the aspects of food and clothing, hygiene, academic achievement, pocket
money, academic support.
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Left-Behind Children
Moods and feelings are influenced by
fathers and friends
In elementary school, they are influenced
by friends
More children have introvert personality
They are more sensitive in psychological
judgment and reasoning ability
They tend to hide their feelings, anger and
repress their emotions

Non-Left-Behind Children
Moods and feelings are influenced by
triends, fathers, teachers and mothers
Influenced by mothers and friends
More children have extravert r__
personalitv
Less sensitive in psychological judgment
and reasoning ability

—------

They tend to express their feelings, release
their anger and emotions

They have more difficulties in
communication and interactions with
others

It is easier for them to communicate and
interact with others

They are lacking in independence, self-trust
and self-esteem

They have poorer hygiene

They are more independent, have more
self-trust and self-esteem
More are satisfied with their food
Guardians pay closer attention to details in
preparing food
They are cleaner

They have less neat and tidy clothes
They are dirtier and more smelly

They have more neat and tidv clothes
They are cleaner and fresher

They have better hygiene if their mothers
are guardians

They always have better hygiene due to
both parents’ presence

However they have better living conditions
When the children are sick, mothers bring
them to clinic

They have less money to buy clothes
Fathers bring the children to clinic when
the children are sick

Children's disease gets worse due to lack
of timely treatment

They can get timely treatment when sick

They are more stressful when the children
are sick

They are less stressful when the children
are sick

They get less timely treatment when sick
Guardians feel severe stress and sense of
insecurity

They get more timely treatment when sick
Guardians feel more secure and less
stressful

They get less care and worse treatment
They have heavier labor burden
They do more house chores
There is a large increase in doing work
There is almost no difference in the amount
of pocket money

They get more care and better treatment
They have less labor burden
They do fewer house chores
There is no increase in doing work
There is no difference in the amount of
pocket money

They have more interactions with peers
than with their guardians

They have more interactions with
guardians

They express their emotions and feelings to

They express their feelings and emotions to

Fewer are satisfied with their meals
Guardians pay less attention to details of
food
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their classmates and peers
Guardians did not recognize the problem of
kids’ interacting with problematic children
Guardians forbid the children from going
out because mothers want the children to
work in the field or for safety
Children’s rights to make friends are
deprived
Some children commit deviant behavior
due to bad influences from deviant friends
They do not pay their tuition on time
because parents cannot send money home
on time
They feel pressure and despising looks
from their peers
Many of them think of dropping out of
school
They see their guardians as incapable
Their goal is to go to college, get a better
job and lessen parents’ burdens
Some regard learning useless

their parents
They do not normally interact with
problematic children
Guardians encourage the children to go out
and interact with their friends
Children can make friends as they like
Children are not influenced by deviant
friends
They pay tuition on time

They do not feel any pressure for both
parents are at home
They rarely drop out of school
They see their parents as capable
They have similar goals
They regard learning as purposeful and
useful

Some only want to make money now

They want to go to college to achieve long
term goal

They have more worries and concerns
about parents’ safety and their own safety
They feel less warmth in family
atmosphere
They feel more lonely and deserted
They feel strange to their parents due to
lack of communication

They are worry free because their parents
are at home

There is affective gap between the children
and their guardians
They rarely chat with their parents
They rarely talk about their inner feelings
and thoughts
They only tell their inner feelings and
thoughts to their peers
They do not get adequate supervision and
tend to make deviant friends

They feel more warmth, care and love
They feel cared for and loved
They feel close to their parents because
they have daily contact with them
There is no affective gap between the two
parties
They often talk with their parents
They frequently talk to their parents about
their inner thoughts and feelings
They tell their inner feelings and thoughts
to parents and friends
They get adequate supervision

Their academic scores became lower after
their parents left

Their academic scores remain unchanged

The number of children who are ranked at
upper or upper middle levels declined
The number of children who are ranked
lower or lower middle increased

The number remains similar
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The number remains unchanged

Lack of parental tutoring heavily
influenced children’s learning
Fathers used to tutor the children
More children cannot be tutored
Grandparents cannot tutor the children

Adequate parental tutoring helps the
children’s learning
Fathers are still tutoring them
More children get tutored
Grandparents do not need to tutor the
children

Relative guardians do not care about
tutoring the children

Parents tutor the children regularly

Limited by energy and time, over¬
exhausted mothers neglected supervising
the children

Fathers and mothers supervise the children

Grandparents cannot supervise the children
for their learning due to illiteracy
They often fail to turn in homework on
time

Grandparents do not need to supervise the
children’s learning

They are often tardy to school

They are mostly on time to school
Their academic achievement remains the
same or better

Their academic achievement significantly
declined
Guardians have less communication with
teachers
There is a natural generation gap
Guardians tend to become impatient and
refuse to listen to the children due to heavy
labor burden
Children are more reserved, silent and
premature
There are fewer opportunities to
communicate and interact with their
parents

They turn in their homework on time

Parents have more frequent communication
with teachers
There is no generation gap
Parents listen to their children talk with
patience
Children are more outspoken, expressive,
and active
There are more opportunities to
communicate and interact with their
parents

Lack of communication with parents
produced serious negative effects: lower
self-esteem, self-confidence and pessimism
There is a change of family atmosphere to
coldness
There is loss of care and love
Work responsibilities for children increased
Positive parts: there is improvement for
economic conditions
Children become more independent and
have a better understanding of their
parents’ hardship and miseries
They have a better understanding of the
outside world
Children have more worries, concerns
insecurity and helplessness

Frequent communication and interactions
with their parents help the children develop
self-esteem, self-confidence and optimism
There is no change of family atmosphere
There is the same degree of love and care
There is no change for work
responsibilities
There is no change for economic conditions
Children are more dependent on their
parents and take their parents’ hardship for
granted
They know less of the outside world
Children enjoy their lives, feel safer and
happier, receive adequate care, love and
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support

CHAPTER VI
DISCUSSION
The research data indicates the long-term migrant workers of these rural
communities are primarily from relatively poor or poor households (42.9%); there are
fewer migrant workers from the other two categories: The relatively wealthy peasants do
not possess adequate wealth to maintain a decent living at home. By contrast, poor
peasants find it difficult to migrate to cities for temporary or long-term employment
because their social resources are limited and their knowledge of the outside world is
meager.
Generally speaking, the long-term migrant worker has the following profile: more
people within their household, less land; and no other financial resources, except farming.
The purpose of migrating to the city is broad. Parents desire to support their children at
school, build a home, pay debt (many of them borrowed money when they get married)
or treat family members’ diseases in hospitals. Income only from farming is far from
adequate to meet the household expenses, including children’s tuition. Rural parents
cannot find appropriate opportunities, to increase their financial status, within their rural
communities or in the neighboring communities. The only choice for them is to migrate
to faraway cities to find work. This explains why there are many long-term migrant
workers.
The analyses show that the main reason for parents to migrate to cities for long¬
term or temporary employment is to make enough money to send their children to school.
Most of the migrant workers leave when their children are very young, which results in a
broken and harmful family environment for these children. Many children have to face
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the fact, at a very young age that their fathers will work in faraway cities. Although the
working parents sometimes return home for a visit, the cost of returning home is too high
for their short length of stay. In their desire to provide basic needs for their families,
migrant farmers cannot provide important secondary needs such as spiritual and life
lessons, and communication, that often support, for their children.
The data also indicates that the education level of the left-behind children’s
guardians is generally low; it is especially true with mother guardians. This reality effects
the education of the left-behind children, as there is little academic support in their home.
Because of illiteracy, many mother guardians believe that corporal punishment is the best
approach in educating their children. Instead of explaining the rules, regulations, moral
and ethical principles, they resort to authoritarian methods of punishing the children
without giving reasons. The data shows single parent supervision is the most common
form of supervision. Most of the single parent guardians are faced with overwhelming
burden of labor and lack of support. This stress on the body and mind plus their own low
education level, adversely affects their education and care of these left-behind children.
The analyses also indicate that many young and strong laborers leave their home
areas, increasing the heavy labor burden of the left-behind families. As for the left-behind
children’s families, the increase of the guardians’ labor burden has unavoidably increased
the left-behind children’s burdens. This is especially the case with the frequency and
intensity of household chores and farm work. Although many left-behind children
expressed their understanding and tolerance of this problem, compared with the non-leftbehind children, the increase of the labor burden has also increased negative influence on
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left behind children s lives and learning. The heavy labor burden not only limited their
entertainment and relaxation, but also consumed their learning time.
Compared with non-left-behind-children, most left-behind children have a strong
desire to have money, but they fully understand their parents’ hardship, so they value the
amount of money their parents give to them. They try to budget for their learning. They
do not spend money on incidentals. Investigation finds children already know they must
use their pocket money only for stationary and grains. These children understand the
importance of money even though they are five or six years of age.
The analyses show the limited economic conditions and family conditions of
parents traveling to cities to work has not increased the left-behind children’s pocket
money. On the contrary, many of the left-behind children have experienced more difficult
living conditions due to their parents migrating to cities to work. From the analyses on
the left-behind children’s learning and schooling, it can be seen that limited by the
education levels and various other factors in the rural communities, the parents migrating
to cities to work has not widened the gap between the left-behind children and the nonleft-behind children in their academic achievement. However, some left-behind
children's academic scores have fallen dramatically and their attitudes toward learning
have become negative due to the lacking of parental tutoring and supervision. In addition.
The left-behind children’s goals of learning have been influenced by their parents
traveling to cities to work on dual aspects: the parents migrating to cities to work has
caused the left-behind children to understand the importance of education, however,
many of the left-behind children have been over-influenced by the popular utilitarian
attitudes of making money. As a result, the children have lost their interest and
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motivation for learning; some of them even drop out of school to migrate to cities to
work.
The analyses about the left-behind children’s affective world show that the
children would like to live with their parents. They do not have the opportunities to have
in-depth communication and interactions with their parents. For various reasons, they
cannot get the affective comfort from their guardians. Many of the left-behind children
envy the non-left-behind children’s happy lives and bear the inner loss and loneliness.
They also worry about the health and safety of their parents. The left-behind children
have many worries, concerns, and anxieties. They cannot enjoy the equal amount of care
and love, as the children from the regular families. Their personality development is
influenced by their parents traveling to cities to work; so many left-behind children
become mature much earlier and commit deviant behaviors.
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CHAPTER VII
RESEARCH CONCLUSION
The research conclusion includes influences on the left-behind children’s life,
study and psychology that are brought about by the parents traveling to cities to work. It
also includes the influences on the left-behind children’s guardians and the communities.
It also includes the impact of mobilization of the work force on rural women and rural
children.

A. The Left-Behind Children Phenomenon Is Prevalent in the Rural Communities
under Study
The migrant peasant workers in China primarily consist of three groups: juvenile
working group, young and strong group, and middle aged and old aged group. Among
them, the largest part of the migrant population is those who are married with young
children. They choose to migrate to cities to work because the communities’ economic
conditions are poor; the families SES is low; the agricultural production cannot satisfy
their family needs, therefore, they cannot afford to raise their children or pay the tuition
for their children. In order to maintain a normal level of family living, including money
to pay their children’s tuition, they have to traveling to cities to work. However, the
migrant peasant workers cannot afford to pay the high cost of living and high tuition for
their children in the cities, nor can they guarantee the safety for their children, they have
no choice but to leave their children behind in the countryside. This results in asking
guardians to raise them. These left-behind children’s parents usually regard migrating to
cities to work as a rational choice. Their choice to leave does not consider the negative
influences upon their children’s healthy development.
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B. Most Migrant Workers Are Fathers Who Work in Urban Areas; This Work
Force Returns Home Infrequently
In most of the left-behind children’s families, fathers work in the cities and
mothers stay behind to care for the children. There are only a few families where both
parents travel to cities to work or only mothers migrate to cities, leaving the father behind
to care for the children. The left-behind children’s parents mostly work in other provinces
or other cities within the same province. Those who work in other provinces stay in the
cities all the year. Those who work in the same city or same county are mostly seasonal
migrant workers. The migrant work force generally secures employment on the
construction sites, in the hotels or restaurants. Some serve as maids in the homes of urban
people. Because employment of parents change frequently, almost half of the left-behind
children are not clear about the nature of their parents’ work or where they work.
Generally, the left-behind children’s parents migrate to cities when the children are still
very young. Some parents migrate to cities to work even before their children are bom.
The main purpose of traveling to cities to work is to make money to send their children to
school, build new houses, and pay debt. The frequency of parents returning home
normally exceeds one month. They try to return home during the planting season, the
harvest season and the Chinese New Year. If the family has an emergency, the parents try
to return home to handle the problem. After the parents migrate to cities to work, they
have minimal time to spend with their children. The few short days of returning home,
cannot make up for the love, care, and affective communication that their children miss
during the long-term separation from their parents.
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C. The Left-Behind Children Have Limited Contact with Their Parents; the
Telephone Is the Major Mode of Communication.
In the communities under study, modem communication tools (telephones, cell
phones) are very popular in the left-behind children’s homes. Making phone calls has
become the major mode of communication for the left-behind children. The traditional
mode of writing letters is limited due to parents constantly moving, the children
unfamiliar with their parents’ mailing addresses, and the low education level that prevent
writing. Under normal circumstances, the migrant parents call home, but due to the
families’ poor living conditions and the migrant parents constant moving, the duration of
calls is very short and the frequency of making phone calls is low. In addition, the leftbehind children have fewer opportunities and less time to call their parents because the
parents frequently call the guardians on the phone and do not visit with the children. The
main purpose of parents calling home is to ask about the family members’ health and
safety. They may also discuss the important planning and decision making with the
guardians. During the brief moments they talk with the left-behind children, they
normally ask some brief questions about the children’s learning and life, but rarely have
deep affective communication. In summary, during the time period when the parents
migrate to cities to work, the communication between the left-behind children and their
parents is very limited. The limited communication cannot compensate for the loss of
care and love for the children, caused by the parents traveling to cities to work.
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D. The Major Type of Guardianship in the Communities Under Study Is Single
Parental Guardian; The Grandparental Guardians Create the Most
Problems.
There are four types of guardianship within communities under study: single
parental guardianship, grandparental guardianship, relative guardianship, and self or
sibling guardianship. Among them, single (especially mother) guardianship is the most
typical.
In terms of the single parental guardian families, the guardians are primarily
mothers, whose traditional roles are “internal affairs”. They provide their children with
care, food, and clothing that are not different from those of the non-left-behind children.
However, due to the father migrating to cities to work, the mother has to face increased
work responsibilities. Even in communities where the workload can be lessened, by
exchanging labor or hiring labor, the heavy work responsibilities negatively influenced
the care and love for the left-behind children. Also there is a higher frequency of verbal
and physical abuse among left-behind children. There are also fathers who are single
parent guardians. The left-behind children receive much less care from fathers. Love and
support from these guardians is also less in this situation. There is a much higher rate of
children who demonstrate personality and psychological development problems, with
fathers as guardians. In terms of the grandparental guardian families, most of the
guardians are the children’s grandparents who are elderly and weak, have few
educational experiences, they provide the children with much less care and support in
regard to food, clothing, and education than do their parents when they are at home. In
addition, the grandparents tend to spoil the children and ignore the children’s mistakes.
As a result, many children develop personality traits that are arrogant, stubborn and
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selfish. The relative or neighbor guardians are usually close relatives or trusted friends of
the parents. Their labor burdens have not been increased, so they can provide the children
with proper care and support. However, they are not the children’s parents after all, so
they do not focus closely on the children s education and they rarely communicate with
the children about their feelings and emotions. In terms of the self-guardian and siblingguardian families, the guardians are the children’s brothers, sisters or themselves. When
the parents travel to cities to work, the lett-behind children or the guardians not only take
care of their own life, they are also expected to shoulder the family labor burdens.
Studying to learn is also expected of these children; this must occur without guidance or
assistance from home.

E. The Parents Migrating to Cities to Work Has Impacted the Left-Behind
Children’s Daily Lives and Increased Work Responsibilities, As Well As
Influenced Their Children’s Entertainment.
There are no significant differences in the children’s food and clothing of leftbehind and the non left-behind children. However, the children with their grandparents as
their guardians receive less care and support in areas of basic needs. In regard to
children s diseases, the change is obvious. In the past, when the children were sick, the
fathers took the children to the doctors and mother looked after them. Now the children
are taken care of by the guardian-grandparents. When children contact minor illnesses,
the children receive almost equal amounts of care, as if their parents were still at home.
There is almost no difference between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind
children under this medical situation. However, if the children have serious diseases, the
guardians feel helpless and powerless, so the children do not receive timely treatment.
This brings about heavy psychological pressure upon the guardians.
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With respect to children’s labor burdens, the migrant parent situation has caused
an increase of labor burdens for guardians. This increase of household chores and
farming work has taken a large amount of entertainment time from children. This burden
has also influenced their time for studying.
As for the children’s mode of traveling to school, there are no obvious differences
between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children. Elementary school
students generally walk to school because of the close proximity to their homes. The
middle school students use public transportation tools or travel to school with their
companions because their schools are relatively far away from their homes. However, for
the communities with poor road conditions, the guardians need to escort the children to
schools and pick them up after school, in order to guarantee the safety of the children. It
is very difficult for the left-behind children’s guardians (especially the grandparents,
relative or neighbors) to do this, besides, to send the children to school. This has also
caused an increase in the guardian labor burdens.
In regard to aspect of the children’s spending money, there are few differences
between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children in the amount of money
they have to freely spend. The amount of pocket money for the left-behind children has
not increased after their parents travel to cities to work. On the contrary, parents’
migrating to cities to work has helped the left-behind children value the hard earned
money all the more and they have a better understanding of their parents’ hardships. They
are more frugal when spending their pocket money. Many of the children used to spend
their pocket money on candies and cookies, but now they use their money to buy for
school.
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In the aspect of the children’s social interactions, there are no obvious differences
between left-behind children and non-left-behind children when selecting their friends.
Most friends are their classmates from the same villages. However the left-behind
children have experienced some changes in the level of their relationship with more
variety within social circle, after their parents migrating to cities to work. They become
more distant with their parents, but closer to those with whom they have daily contact.
The guardians generally do not interfere with the children’s social interactions. Few
guardians restrict the children s social interactions because they are unable to supervise
the children.

F. Parents’ Migrating to Cities to Work Has Brought about Significant Influences
upon the Children’s Learning; Some Left-Behind Children’s Academic
Performance Has Declined.
A comparison between the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children
in their academic scores does not show significant differences. However, some leftbehind children’s academic performance has declined. Parents’ migrating to cities has
adversely affected the tutoring, supervision, and tuition being paid on time. Overall, the
goal of learning for the left-behind children decreased.
Tutoring opportunities from parents of left-behind children are non-existent, since
these parents are not living with their children. Left-behind children,whose parents have
higher levels of education, do not benefit from their assistance in their studies. The leftbehind children’s learning supervision is non-existent. A large number of left-behind
children have lost proper supervision for their learning due to their parents’ migrating to
cities to work, because many single parent guardians have little time or energy to
supervise their children’s learning, due to their heavy labor burdens. The grandparental
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guardians do not have the abilities to supervise the children’s learning and the children do
not respect their rules. The relative or neighbor guardians feel that their responsibilities
are to care for the children’s basic needs of food and clothing. The left-behind children
caring for themselves or siblings as their guardians have no supervision. They only have
self-discipline and self-supervision. These children do not have supervision in their
learning, so their learning attitude becomes negative. Some of them go to school late,
skip classes or fail to turn in their homework. They do not have the maturity or skills to
self-discipline during their early years of age.
Tuition is paid from the income parents earn from working in the cities. It is
easier for the left-behind children to secure their tuition because their parents earn
additional money while working in the cities. However, in the poor rural communities, it
is the general practice for both the left-behind children and the non-left-behind children
to delay payment of their tuition. Delay of payment for tuition brings about significant
psychological pressure upon the left-behind children and their guardians. The left-behind
children pay tuition much later than the non-left-behind children because their parents do
not return home until the Chinese New Year, thus embarrassment over this financial
issue, causes these children’s self-esteem and self-confidence to be lower. In terms of the
left-behind children’s goal for learning and their ideals, parents’ migrating to cities to
work has created dual influences upon the children: the parents’ world view toward
money has changed the left-behind children’s views of life as well as their values. As a
result, some left-behind children have a deeper and better understanding of their parents’
hardships and expectations for them. These become motivating forces for children’s
learning, attitudes toward college, and employment. This lessens their parents’ burdens.
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Not all children are influenced positively. Negative results were also found in left-behind
children. Some left-behind children have been influenced by the worldly greed for
additional money, plus they tend to be lower-academic achievers. They are pessimistic
and disappointed at themselves, believing “schooling is useless”. Thus they drop out of
school and choose to travel to cities to work, as they grow older.

G. Parents’ Migrating to Cities to Work Has Influenced their Children’s Emotional
World; Most of the Children Miss their Parents, But Are Forced to Accept
the Actuality
In terms of the left-behind children s emotional needs, the migrant parents cannot
give the children much warmth and care, but most of the left-behind children express
their understanding of their parents’ traveling to cities to work. Because of their low level
of education, most rural parents think they only need to satisfy the children’s basic needs,
but neglect the emotional and affective communication. After the parents migrate to
cities, the left-behind children miss their parents and feel lonely and insecure. At the
same time, they envy the non-left-behind children all the more because they have happier
homes. Furthermore, many left-behind children feel worried about their families’
economic situation, their parents’ health, and security. They can understand their parents’
hardships and difficulties. Because they have minimal time living together, and fewer
opportunities to communicate with one another, there appears to be an emotional gap
between the parents and the left-behind children. As for the communication between the
left-behind children and their guardians, the left-behind children have more
communication and interaction with their mother guardians. This communication is only
on a superficial level; they have little communication with other types of guardians. Most
left-behind children seek comfort from their peers. Many guardians have neglected the

175

children’s emotional needs, so their care and love are only expressed by providing them
with material needs. In terms of the left-behind children’s wishes and desires, these
children want their parents to return home or they want to travel with them to the city.
They all thirst for urban life.
The chief difference between left-behind children and non-left-behind children
lies in the spiritual world. Due to the lack of parental love and care, along with few
chances of communication with their parents, the left-behind children feel lonely, lost,
and powerless. They are not only worried about their family life, but also concerned
about their parents’ health and safety. By contrast, the non-left-behind children’s parents
accompany them and have more communication and interactions with them. Thus the
non-left-behind children are not lacking in parental love and care, so they rarely feel
lonely or insecure as the left-behind children do. Generally speaking, the non-left-behind
children enjoy a happier life than the left-behind children.

H. Schools, Communities and Government Agencies Do Not Pay Adequate
Attention to the Left-Behind Children Problem; They Have Not Taken
Relevant Measures
On the whole, schools, communities and government agencies have paid little
attention to the left-behind children problem, neither have they taken any relevant
measures to solve the problem. The school is one of the most important agents for the
children’s socialization. However, many schools have not given adequate attention to the
left-behind children problem. Limited by the number of teachers and financial resources,
few schools have taken any effective measures to solve the problem. As the close
contacts and educators, school teachers have little understanding of the children’s family
background because they are too busy, so they rarely give the children special care and
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love. As for the community and local government, what they care more is the mobilizing
of the rural labor force into the cities, and regard this as an important strategy to enhance
the regional economy.
To sum up, the peasants going out working has exerted significant influences
upon the left-behind children in their life, study and psychology. In general, negative
influences are greater than positive influences. It is more the case with the families with
grandparents as guardians. The negative influences are: firstly, many left-behind
children's basic rights cannot be guaranteed; their rights for health, safety and life are
easily hurt, for example, the safety to go to school cannot be ensured, their time for
entertainment is deprived due to the increased labor burdens. Secondly, the left-behind
children are at the critical stage when their body and mind are growing and developing,
but because of parents absence from home, the left-behind children cannot get the care
and love from their parents for a long time, it is very disadvantageous for the healthy
development of the children’s behavior, habits, psychological health and the healthy
development of their personality and cognition.
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CHAPTER VIII
CONSTRUCTIVE MEASURES HAVE HELPED LEFT-BEHIND-CHILDREN TO
DEVELOP IN POSITIVE DIRECTIONS
Research finds that the parents’ migrating to urban areas for employment has not
necessarily brought about negative influences upon the left-behind children, there are
some positive influences as well as long as adequate attention is given and proper
measures are taken by the schools, communities, government agencies, and non¬
governmental organizations.

A. Schools Play an Important Role in Providing Left-Behind Children with Care
and Love
Under the circumstances with dysfunctional families, schools have become an
extremely important place for the socialization and overall development of the leftbehind children. If the schools can provide the left-behind children with more love and
care, the missing portion of family education can be compensated. Therefore schools play
a significant role in educating and moralizing the left-behind children. Current research
finds schools which implement relevant measures help the left-behind children handle
difficult situations properly and develop their personality in a positive way.
School programs that have enhanced the left-behind children’s overall
development have established guidelines and programs to meet the special needs of the
children they encounter. The schools have established personal files for the left-behind
children; giving special attention and care to left-behind children. These programs are
guaranteed a certain amount of the budget, for their education. The schools have also
provided additional books, newspapers, and magazines that are appropriate for the left-
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behind children. They have also increased entertainment facilities, so that these children
have more spiritual comfort, finding happiness in their lives.
In addition, homeroom teachers have close contact with the parents or guardians
m order to have more communication and conferences with the left-behind children to
help them solve academic and psychological dilemmas. The homeroom teachers strive to
become more knowledgeable regarding the left-behind children’s problems and treat the
problems with relevant methods. For example, they provide strict and consistent
guidelines for discipline for children with deviant behaviors; they offer additional
nurturing and love to the left-behind children who lack family love and warmth; tutoring
is offered to left-behind children whose academic achievement is lower. They never scold
or criticize the children for their misbehavior or low academic achievement, but
encourage them constructively by guiding them, with understanding and reinforcing
proper morals with rules. They also help the children understand the reasons for their
parents’ migrating to cities to work and encourage them to understand their parents’
hardships and expectations. This helps them foster the abilities of independence. These
measures have all taken effect with the left-behind children under study. With the help of
the schools and the homeroom teachers, the left-behind children have developed a
positive character and personality by strengthening the achievement motivation and
enhancing consciousness of self-reliance.

B. Establish Parent Schools in the Communities, Change the Parents’ and
Guardians’ Educating Methods
Some communities under study have established parent schools within the
secondary schools. These schools have invited educators and childhood experts to give
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lectures on educating methods, child psychology, child development theories, and child
personality development. The parents and guardians have learned new knowledge and
concepts for educating their children, as well as understanding their children’s special
needs. These lectures have also increased awareness of the significance of family
education and socialization. Parents and guardians have realized the seriousness of the
left-behind children problems, as well as the importance and necessity of educating the
children with a comprehensive approach. Many of the parents have decided not to leave
together, but leave one parent at home taking care of the children. In cases where both
parents leave the home to work, they have increased the frequency of returning home.
They have also increased communication with their children. The children from these
families feel the warmth, care, and love from these actions. This also helps to build the
self-confidence and self-esteem of the children. These parents often contact teachers and
guardians about their children’s life and studies, so that they may provide a team
approach in working together to help create a positive life and academic environment for
their left-behind children. Research from the communities under study has suggested that
these measures have worked effectively to help the left-behind children develop their
self-confidence, achievement motivation, constructive personality, and ability to adapt to
environmental change with a cooperative spirit.

C. Government Takes Actions to Create a Positive Environment in Which LeftBehind Children Grow Healthily
Research shows that the county officials in the communities under study have
taken some actions to create a healthy environment to help the children grow. Chiping
County, Shandong Province, Lixi County, Hebei Province, Ba County, and Hebei
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Province have all made specific plans and policies to care and love the left-behind
children. The plans include: accelerate the countryside’s basic construction, improve the
small towns environment for investment, and increase the employment opportunities in
nearby towns offering surplus rural labor force employment within close proximity of
their homes, enabling frequent visits home. They have also built kindergartens, clinics
and schools in the densely populated areas to lessen the guardians’ psychological and
labor burdens of caring for the children. In the meantime, these recognized communities,
have taken measures to solve the problems of a smaller school budget. They have
improved facilities within schools, increased investments within rural communities for
education, raised teachers salaries, renovated school buildings and dorms, and improved
the student living conditions. All these measures have proved effective in helping the leftbehind children realize their importance, feel the warmth and care from the schools, as
well as the government agencies. The distance, between the left-behind children and the
non-left- behind children has been significantly shortened academically and spiritually
from their actions.
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CHAPTER IX
RECOMMENDATION FOR POSSIBLE MEASURES THAT CAN BE TAKEN
TO HELP ALLEVIATE THE LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN PROBLEMS
In spite of the problems caused by parents leaving their home for temporary or
long-term employment, the research study shows that purposeful positive intervention
can help reduce the negative influences on the left-behind children and help alleviate the
left-behind children problems. The following are the recommendations for the
government, communities, schools, and families to assist the left-behind children to grow
in a positive direction.

A. Government, Especially the Local Government, Can Take the Following Steps:
1. Provide financial support to left-behind children’s families
2. Waive the children’s extra tuition and regular tuition
3. Provide transportation to and from school
4. Provide security guards to escort the children to school
5. Invest more money to improve school facilities, to renovate school buildings, buy
more new desks and chairs, give free textbooks and stationary
6. Offer in-service training for school teachers to understand the psychology and
cognition of left-behind children and achievement motivation
7. Give subsidies for migrant workers for their communication with their homes, and
transportation to their homes
8.

Provide paid leave for migrant workers to come home and see their left-behind
children more frequently
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9.

C reate more employment opportunities in the nearby cities and towns for the
migrant workers, providing them with more accessible communication and
transportation to their homes.

10. Build more kindergartens and schools for the left-behind children with better
facilities, better trained teachers and warm school environment

B. Schools Can Take the Following Steps to Help the Left-Behind Children:
1.

Offer additional training to educators, pertaining to the profile and special needs
of “left-behind children”

2.

Treat all children equally with respect

3.

Encourage left-behind children to participate in all school activities, clubs, and
associations to help them build self-confidence and self-esteem

4.

Build rapport with left-behind children to increase feelings of trust and security.

5.

Provide programs that offer additional help with homework.

6.

Provide psychological counseling to help children recognize they are not alone
and they have various types of support.

7.

Encourage children to take leadership roles in school organizations, so that they
may feel more confident and powerful in making decisions.

8.

Create a family atmosphere within the school: building personal files for each
child including birthdays and the family profile and giving surprise birthday party
or visiting their family members when they are sick

9.

Waive tuition and provide free textbooks.

10. Start a program where teachers serve as advisors for the left-behind children to
help them with their hygiene, health, food, safety, and other personal matters.

183

11. Teachers work with the left-behind children in the role of parents showing them
parental love and care.
12. Have regular parties for the left-behind children to create opportunities for them
to interact with other children and make friends.
13. Teachers try to find every chance to award the students for their accomplishment
or progress, e.g. they can offer “Student of the Week,’ or “Student of the Month”.

C. Communities And Other Social Institutions Can Take the Following Steps:
1.

Create a safe geological and human environment for the left-behind children

2.

Organize social clubs and associations which will involve the left-behind children

3.

Organize extra-curriculum activities such as sports, music, art, poem reading,
concert, play, field trips, movie show, fitness contest, fashion show, calligraphy
competition, debate, volunteer service to orphanage or senior citizens’ homes

4.

Offer after school tutoring programs to help the children solve difficult questions
in their homework

5.

Organize art exhibition and fashion show where the children can demonstrate
their talents to build self-confidence and self-esteem.

6.

Make connections between left-behind children and employment agencies or
employers to help the children find proper jobs.

7.

Serve as a bridge between the left-behind children and their parents by providing
children with modes of communication such as phones, and letters, or computers.
In addition to the effective measures provided by government policy makers,

schools, and communities to reduce or alleviate negative influences on left-behind
children caused by the migration of parents, other agencies need to become involved.
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Profit or non-profit organizations, political institutions, social agencies, cultural and
ethnic associations, and multicultural clubs can take part in designing effective programs.
This is the utmost goal of the current research study. Organizations must combine their
efforts and resources to enhance programs and remedial and community educational
systems within these communities. It is the responsibility of organization and policy
makers to ensure that these left-behind children become positive, productive citizens with
strong values and morals. To ignore this situation, which could be remediated, would be a
crisis. These children are the future backbones of China. To strengthen and correct this
area of weakness will in turn strengthen China and their precious resource-the children.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (1)
County:

Village:

Name of Child:

Date:

1. Personal data
A- Gender: a. Male

b. Female

B- Age:_
C- Number of family members:

, Members:

2. Do you have family members migrating to cities for employment? Yes
No
(If answering “Yes”, please continue; if answering “No”, please use the Questionnaires
For the non-left-behind children)
3. Who works outside?
a. father

b. mother

c. both parents

d. others

4. The length of working outside annually
a. less than 1 month
b. 1-3 months
c. 4-6 months d. 7-12 months
(11 choosing a or b, please use the Questionnaires for the non-left-behind children; if
Choosing c or d, please use the Questiomiaires for the left-behind children)
5. Which school do you go to?_What is your grade?
Boarding or day?_
6. Flow do you go to school? (When parents were at home, please answer

A:_B._)
A. Modes of transportation: a. bicycle b. walk c. bus d. taxi e. motorcycle f. others
B. Escort and pick up: a. father b. mother c. other guardians d. go with classmates e.
self f. others
7. Whom are you staying with? (When the parents were at home, please
answer:_)
a. father
b. mother
c. both parents
e. maternal grandfather/matemal grandmother

d. grandfather/grandmother
f. other relatives

8. Where are your parents working now?
a. own county
b. other cities in the same province
c. in other provinces d. other places_
e. don’t know
9. Do you know what they do?
a. yes_
b. no_
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10. How old were you when your parents went out?
a. before you were bom
b. 1-3 years old
c. 3-6 years old
d. 6-9 years old
e. 9-12 years old
f. 12-15 years old
g. don’t know
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APPENDIX B
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (2)

County:

Village:

Name:

Date

1. Personal information:
A—Gender: a. Male
b. Female:
B— Age:__
C— Number of people in your family_

They are

2. Do you have anyone working outside?
a. Yes
b. No
(If answering “yes”, please continue; if answering “no”, please use the
questionnaires for non-left-behind children)
3. Who works outside?
a. father

b. mother

c. both parents

4. How often do they come back home (average time)?
a. less than 1 month b. 1-3 months c, 4-6 months d. 7-9 months
e. 10-12 months
f. more than 1 year
5. How long do they stay when they come back home?
a. 1-3 days

b. 4-7 days

c. 8-15 days

d. 16-30 days e. 1-2 months

6. How do you contact your parents?
a. write letters b. make phone calls
e. no contact f. other

c. emails

d. go visiting

7. How often do you contact your parents?
a. no contact b. 1-3 days
c. 4-7 days
d. 8-15 days
e. 16-30 days f. 1-3 months g. 3-6 months h. more than 6 months
8. If you make phone calls, how long do you talk each time?
a. less than 1 minute b. 1-3 minutes
c. 4-5 minutes
minutes
e. 11-30 minutes
9. What are the major contents for your phone conversation?
a. studies
b. food and health
c. safety
d. obedience to
guardians
e. obedience to teacher
f. trivial matters
g. other
10. Do you chat with your guardians?
a. often
b. sometimes c. very rare
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d. never

d. 6-10

APPENDIX C
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (3)

County:
Village:
Name:
Date:
1. Personal Information:
A. Gender: a. Male b. Female
B. Age:
C. Number of people in your family_; They are_
2. Do you have anyone working outside at your home?
a. yes
b. no
(If answering “yes”, please continue, if answering “no”, please use the questionnaires
For the non-left-behind children)
3. Do you miss your parents?
a. very much b. somewhat

c. not much

d. don’t

4. Where do you usually eat? (When parents were at home, your answer is:_)
a. all at home b. all at school
c. at restaurants
d. lunch at school/
dinner at home
5. Are you satisfied with the meals at home?
a. very much b. somewhat c. somewhat dissatisfied
dissatisfied

d. very much

6. Are you satisfied with your clothes? (When parents were at home, the answers are)
a. very much
b. somewhat c. somewhat dissatisfied
d. very much
dissatisfied
7. What happens when you are sick?
a. go to village clinic b. district hospital
c. county hospital
medicine in village clinic
e. illness not treated f. other
8. If going to hospital, who brings you there?
a. father
b. mother
c. other guardians

d. teacher

9. Do you do house chores?
a. often
b. sometimes c. rarely

d. never

10. Do you do farm work?
a. often
b. sometimes c. rarely

d. never
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d. buy some

e. other

APPENDIX D
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (4)
County:

Village:

Name:

Date:

1. Personal information:
A. Gender: a. Male

b. Female

B. Age:
C. Number of family members:

They are

2. Do you have someone to work outside?
a. yes b. no
3. How much is your pocket money?
a. less than 1 yuan

b. 1-2 yuan

c. 2-5 yuan

d. 5-10 yuan

c. play

d. other

money
4. How do you spend your pocket money?
a. buy snacks b. buy stationary

5. Do you feel you have enough pocket money?
a. enough

b. almost enough

c. not enough

6. Do you have close friends?
a. yes

b. no

7. Are there any children who bully you?
a. often

b. sometimes

c. very rarely

d. never

8. How do you rank your academic status in your class?
a. upper

b. upper middle

c. middle

e. lower
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d. lower middle

e. no pocket

9. Who tutors you when you do your homework at home?
a. don’t need

b. father

c. mother

guardians

f. need but having no tutors

d. older brothers and sisters

e. other

10. Are you often late for school?
a. often

b. sometimes

c. rarely

d. never

11. If you have skipped classes, why?
a. don’t like to study b. have fun with classmates

c. need to work on the farm

d. other
12. Do you feel it is important to study?
a. very important

b. somewhat important

c. hard to say

d. not very important e. not important at all
13. What is your goal of learning?
a. go to college
burdens

b. my parents force me to study

d. bring pride to parents

c. lessen parents’

e. find a good job

f. don’t know

14. Do you feel any differences between you and other children in your village?

15. What do you expect your parents to do for you?
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APPENDIX E
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (1)

County:
Village:
1. Personal information:
A. Gender: a. Male
b. Female
B. Age:

Name:

C. Number of family members:

Date:

They are

2. Do you have anyone working outside?
a. no b. yes
3.

Who works outside?
a. father

4.

b. mother

c. both parents

d. other

How long do they work outside?
a. less than 1 month b. 1-3 months c. 4-6 months d. 7-9 months
e. more than 9 months

5.

Which school do you go to?

_

What grade are you in?_Boarding or day?_
6.

How do you go to school?
Modes of transportation: a. bicycle b. walk
c. bus d. taxi e. motorbike
Escorting to school: a. father b. mother
c. other guardians
d. go with
classmates
e. self
f. others

7.

Whom do you live with?
a. father
b. mother
c. both parents
d. grandfather/grandmother
e. maternal grandfather/grandmother
f. other relatives

8.

Where do you usually have meals?
a. all at home b. all at school
dinner at home

9.

c. at restaurant

d. lunch at school,

Who cooks for you at home?
a. father

b. mother

c. self

d. other guardians

10. Are you satisfied with your meals at home?
a. very much b. somewhat c. somewhat dissatisfied
dissatisfied
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e. other

d. very much

APPENDIX F
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (2)

County:

Village:

Name:

1. Personal information:
A. Gender: a. male
b. female
B. Age:
Number of family members:

Date:

They are_

2. What do you think of your clothes?
a. very much satisfied
b. somewhat satisfied
dissatisfied
d. very much dissatisfied
3. Who washes your clothes?
a. father
b. mother
c. other guardians

c. somewhat

d. self

4. What happens when you are sick?
a. go to village clinic b. district hospital
c. county hospital
medicine in own village
e. stay at home untreated
5. If you go to hospital, who brings you?
a. father
b. mother
c. other guardians

d. teacher

6. Do you do house chores at home?
a. often
b. sometimes c. rarely

d. never

7. Do you do farm work?
a. often
b. sometimes c. rarely

d. never

8. How much is you pocket money?
a. less than 1 yuan
b. 1-2 yuan
c. 2-5 yuan
10 yuan
f. no pocket money
9. How do you spend your pocket money?
a. buy snack food
b. buy stationary
c. play
10. Do you think you have enough pocket money?
a. enough
b. almost enough
c. not enough
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d. 5-10 yuan

d. buy some

e. other

e. more than

d. other

APPENDIX G
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR NON-LEFT-BEHIND CHILDREN (3)

County:

Village:

Name:

Date:

1. Personal information:
A. Gender:
B. Age:

a. Male

b. Female

C. Number of family members:

They are

2.

Do you have anyone working outside?
a. yes
b. no

3.

Who works outside?

a. father

b. mother

c. both parents

d. other

4. Do you have close friends?
a. yes
b. no
5.

If you have, who are they?

a. classmates

b. children whose parents are also outside working c. others

6. How do you rank yourself academically in your class?
a. upper
b. upper middle
c. middle
d. lower middle
lower

e.

7. Who often tutors you when you do your homework at home?
a. don t need b. father
c. mother
d. older brothers and sisters
guardians
f. need but have no tutors

e. other

8. Have you ever skipped classes?
a. often
b. sometimes c. rarely
9. If you have skipped classes, why?
a. don’t like to study b. play with peers
d. other

d. never

c. need to work at home

10. Do you think it is important to learn?
a. extremely important
b. somewhat important
too important
d. not important at all
11. What is your purpose of learning?
a. go to college
b. parents want me to learn
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c. hard to say d. not

c. lessen parents’ burdens

d. find a good job

e. don't know
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APPENDIX H
QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWING GUARDIANS

County:
Village:
Date of interview:

Left/non-left:

Child’s name:

1. Information about the guardians
Gender:
Age:
Educational level:
Relationship to child under study:
2.

When did you start serving as a guardian to the child?

3. How did the father/mother make the decision to go out working? What factors
were considered? Did you consider the influences on the child?
4. Why do you choose the current school for the child? What are the sources for
the child s tuition? When do you pay the tuition? Do you understand the
difficulties in the child’s learning? How often do you contact the child’s
homeroom teacher?
5. How do you take care of your child (including food, clothes, diseases, safety,
hygiene, entertainment)? How many times has the child been sick? How often do
you wash the child’s clothes? Have you ever thought of the safety of going to
school?
6. How often do you chat with the child? What time? Is the child obedient to you?
How do you educate the child when he is disobedient?
7. Do you understand the following situation about the child?
a. if they have friends
b. if they have worries
c. if they have needs
8. What problems do you think the child has? What measures do you take towards
The problems?
9. How do you handle emergencies? How does the child respond?
10. Are you aware that parents’ going out working will influence the child?
11. What do you think of going out working?
12. What are your requirements from the left-behind children?
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13. Do you see any changes of the child after the parents go out working?
14. What are the difficulties of being a guardian such as in the aspects of life and
education?
15. What are the changes in the aspects of labor burden due to the child’s parents’
going out working?
16. What are some other changes, both positive and negative, due to the child’s
parents’ leaving home?
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APPENDIX I
QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEWING CHILDREN’S HOMEROOM TEACHERS

County:
Classes you teach:
1.

Village:
Date of interview

SchoOl:

Teacher’s personal information:
a. Gender:
b. Age
c. Years of teaching
d. Teaching content

2. General situation of the school (study, food conditions)
3.
4.
5.

Class situation (Number of students

; boys

; girls_
To find out if the homeroom teachers understand the situation of the children s
families; if they understand the migrant parents’ situation)
List some names of the left-behind children, ask the homeroom teachers to
compare them with other classmates.

6.

Ask about the left-behind children’s performance (studies, behavior, interaction,
personality, rate of passing classes, tardiness, skipping classes)
7. To find out the homeroom teacher’s attitudes towards the left-behind children
a. frequency of contacting parents
b. modes of communicating with parents
(compare with the attitudes towards the non-left-behind children)
8. To find out the differences between left-behind and non-left-behind children
9. To learn what measures the homeroom teachers have taken
10. To find out the children’s living conditions and transportation
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